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One



1930


‘Stand still, Peg!’ said Moira O’Shea, brandishing a hairbrush. ‘Stop making a face. The wind will change and you’ll stick like that. Now turn around, and give over fidgeting.’


Peggy, still in her nightdress, perched on an old milking stool in the cramped parlour of their shabby terraced house in Feather Street, and raised her piercing blue eyes. She squirmed away from her mother, who had just taken the last of the cloth strips from Peg’s mousey brown hair and was now doing her best to drag the brush through a clump of it. Peggy doubted the tangled, limp ringlets would last the morning, despite all the yanking and twisting she had suffered with her ma’s effort at rag-rolling the night before.


‘But I hate church. Why are you making me do this? Can’t I make up me own mind about Jesus when I’m big?’


‘Don’t be daft. It’ll be grand to see you in a pretty frock for once.’


‘You’d not do me out of a few bevvies with your uncles to celebrate your first Holy Communion, queen?’ said her father, who had just wandered in.


A few bevvies. Peg was only eight, but she knew that with the O’Sheas there was no such thing as a few bevvies. They would all go to the room upstairs at the Throstle’s Nest after church and there would be a right royal knees-up. There would be dancing and they’d all get sloshed. Gram would fall down the stairs. Uncle Davey and Uncle Seamus would start a fight about something over nothing and they would never remember why in the morning. Her mother would sing that stupid song about a woman called Mary and sad mountains and being back in Ireland. Her brother Brendan would be sick after furtively drinking the dregs of the unfinished beer bottles. Everyone would end up crying and the next day they would all be walking around with sore heads and saying never again, I swear on our Peggy’s life, never again.


Her grandmother bustled in and shoved a pair of white rosary beads and a battered white Bible with an embossed gold crucifix into her hands.


‘You look like that Clara Bow, love.’


‘Who’s Clara Bow?’


‘Clara Bow?’ echoed ten-year-old Brendan. ‘She’s got proper curls. And movie stars have rosy cheeks. Freckly Peg doesn’t.’


‘Well, we can soon sort that out,’ said Gram, lunging forward and pinching Peggy hard on each cheek.


‘Ow!’ cried Peg. ‘Gerroff!’


‘Don’t speak to your Grammy Nora like that. Bit of respect for your elders,’ said Dennis O’Shea, winking as he stuffed a heel of bread smothered in margarine into his mouth. He belched unapologetically.


Peggy gave a theatrical sigh. There was no way out of this. She would just have to bear it.


Half an hour later, after Peggy had changed from her nightie into her communion dress, she came into the kitchen scowling.


‘Don’t you look a picture, our Peg!’ said her dad.


‘No I don’t, Da. This stupid thing is too short,’ she replied, tugging at the hem of the white dress. It barely covered her knees. It had seen better days as her mother’s wedding dress, and her grandmother’s wedding dress before that. Taken up, let out, taken in, re-hemmed, re-seamed, and now wreathed in a bit of an old white net curtain to hide the frayed and stained satin underskirt.


‘I mean it. I don’t like this get-up, Mam,’ moaned Peg.


‘Yes, you do. You love it,’ replied Moira.


‘Surely to God, today will be that dress’s final outing,’ Grammy Nora said, sharing her unwanted thoughts on the matter.


There were more arguments over where they would all sit at church, and what should be done with baby Jimmy, and where they should put the jam and sugar butties to keep them cool and stop them from curling. But all these vexations were forgotten when Da, noticing four-year-old Sheila was having her own heated conversation with one of the chickens that had come in from the yard, scooped his youngest daughter up and plonked her on the table out of harm’s way. When he was done with chasing out the clucking hen, all flapping and feathers, making Philomena, who was nine, sneeze loudly, and Sheila yelp, and little three-year-old Peter giggle, he kissed Peggy and told her how pretty she looked in a dress.


‘C’mon, kids, we best be off then.’


‘Can I be an angel?’ asked Sheila, beaming, as she scrambled off the table, crashing into the dresser as she jetéd across the room, wrapped up in white netting. She pulled at the ruffles of her ma’s skirt. ‘Can I be the Virgin Mary? Can I wear this veil?’


‘You can, love . . .’ replied her mother.


‘It’s not a fancy dress party, it’s church,’ said Gram, squashing her hat onto her head and pursing her lips. She looked at herself in the mirror and rubbed away the pink lipstick marks from her teeth, making little squeaking noises with her finger.


‘She can if she wants. Peg’s refusing to. Right then. Let’s go. It’s half an hour’s walk to Holy Cross and we’re already late.’


They set off down the hill in the sunshine, but not before someone realized they had forgotten the baby. ‘I thought our Brendan had him!’ cried Moira, running back to get chubby Jimmy out of the pram in the yard where he was still snoozing.


They headed off again towards Scottie Road, all gleaming white gloves, summer dresses, white socks, all bobbing and skittering and swinging and twirling of rosary beads, picking up random stones and chucking them.


‘I’ll bloody crown you if you get those dresses mucky! Brendan! Phil!! Get down off that wall now!’ 


People washing their steps sat back on their heels, wiped their foreheads and smiled, others leaned out of windows to see what the commotion was and waved. They were a sight all right, the O’Sheas. Philomena and Sheila, with their wild, untamed curls, who dressed identically and finished each other’s sentences; and Brendan, with his father’s short, muscular legs and long body. Peter being dragged along by Dennis, and distinctive, feral Peggy with her curtains of flyaway hair, poker-straight now and hanging limply about her shoulders. Those O’Sheas from Feather Street, people would say, oh they’re trouble, and the skinny one with the upturned nose and face full of freckles is the worst, that Peggy girl. You want to watch her, they would whisper, raising their eyes as if to suggest some secret.


Irish as a peat bog and mouths on ’em like the Mersey Tunnel, that lot.


The church was full by the time they got there and Mass had already started. There was much ‘make way, make way, budge up, budge up’ and shuffling and squeezing through the four-strong throng of men who lined the walls at the back, and ‘it’s the O’Sheas, late again, always late’ and tutting and loud sighs and ripostes of ‘we’re here, aren’t we, move, move, Peg coming through!’


A wide-hipped nun swept forward and grabbed Peggy by the arm, pinching her flesh. ‘Peggy O’Shea, I said you needed to be here half an hour early,’ she snapped, shoving her in the back. ‘Get up there with the others.’


Peggy laughed over her shoulder at her sisters and brothers, and grinned and winked as she was dragged off down the aisle. In the front pew, decorated with white lilies and curling white ribbons, the whole row twitched and shuffled up to make a space for her. This caused more whispering, and complaints of her treading on someone’s toe, and the priest paused mid-gospel and raised an eyebrow to see what the fuss was about. Finally, Peggy settled into her seat.


The nun sitting behind her leaned forward and jabbed her between the shoulder blades. ‘Peggy O’Shea, if I hear a peep out of you!’ she hissed.


Peggy turned away, bowed her head, smirked, and whispered ‘Peep, peep,’ just loud enough to be heard, which made everyone packed together in the pew giggle into their white-gloved hands and squeeze their noses to stop them from exploding into laughter, praying the nun wouldn’t crack them one. One thing Peggy could always be relied on to do was lighten the mood.


The priest droned on, and Peggy soon began to get bored. She started fidgeting and writhing, gazing up at the ceiling, examining the end of her hair, sucking it into a point, examining it again, sighing, fanning herself with the Mass sheet. How long was this going to go on? It felt like forever.


The only reason she had been persuaded to do it was because she’d been told she could make a few bob from the aunties and uncles out of this communion lark. The nuns at school had said it was going to be miraculous, eating Jesus’s body. But Peggy’s friend Frances said her cousin had told her it wasn’t miraculous, it was just like eating a stale Jacob’s cream cracker, the ones that always got stuck on the roof of your mouth. Frances had stood Peggy in front of a mirror and taught her to poke her tongue out while she pretended she was the priest so that Peggy could practise. They had collapsed into giggles on the bed when Peggy backed off and yelled ‘You get your dirty big hairy hands off me, Father O’Mahoney!’


Jolting Peg back into the present, the priest started to read from the Bible. ‘Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I shall tell you. And so it came to pass . . .’ When he boomed out the word pass he pronounced it with a long-drawn-out ahh sound, not the flat ‘a’ Peggy was used to.


‘He says parse like arse,’ she whispered to Frances. ‘Is that how posh people talk?’


Frances sniggered.


The girl on the other side nudged her. ‘Shove up. Why d’you keep squashing me, Peg?’


But Peg didn’t answer. An altar boy in white robes, with the white lacy hem grazing his ankles, olive skin and glossy thick brown hair, had appeared from the side altar. Mesmerized, Peggy watched him walk solemnly and reverently forward in his shiny shoes and place a candle on the altar.


‘Who’s he?’ she hissed to Frances. He looked so different to the freckly, pale-faced, unruly lads she was used to. He was poised, tanned, with a smooth, warm skin tone, brown velvet eyes and full lips.


‘He’s from Holy Cross School. There’s a bunch of them. From Little Italy end of Scottie Road. Look, they’re all sitting over there in the side chapel.’


Peg craned her neck. The splash of colour, the bright oranges, lemony yellows and sky blues of the beautifully coordinated outfits, smart boleros over sleek A-line dresses with white piping and matching high-heeled shoes, strings of pearls and colourful beads, all made for an arresting sight. The women all seemed to have luscious brown or black hair tumbling over their shoulders, and red or fuchsia-pink lips. The sunlight sloping in through the high stained-glass windows above the altar warmed their lustrous skin and made their glass earrings glint. Even the grandmothers looked wonderful, wearing black lace mantillas, their dresses neat and perfectly ironed. And oh, the hats! Some of them were like rare wild birds perched on the top of the women’s heads, some had polka-dot lace veils, others wore pretty raffia pill-boxes.


She pictured her own mother, whose battered straw boater had got wet in the rain so many times that its ribbon was crinkled and falling loose on one side, her untamed curls escaping from underneath it.


The Italians looked so beautifully put together, an orchestrated vision of loveliness. The men wore suits with the sheen of money to them – not just the grownups, the boys as well. In their tailored three-piece suits, clean shirts and tightly knotted neckties, they looked more like miniature men, with an air of seriousness and high-mindedness. Not like the O’Shea boys: the cow-keepers. The dairy lads. Although a dairy was a perfectly respectable business, it was mucky, there was no getting away from it. The smells followed you. Worse, you stopped noticing that they did. Pungent was the polite way of putting it when it came to the O’Sheas. Peggy wondered what this Italian lot smelled of. Of scented flowers and sweet perfume and cologne and Parma violets, no doubt.


She turned her head again to the back of the church where her own family stood. Brendan was there, chewing his shirt cuffs, Peter playing with a marble, Sheila and Philomena teasing baby Jimmy; Ma, bored, yawning, and Da with his hands thrust deep in his pockets, jangling coins. Uncle Seamus took out a handkerchief, wiped his sweating forehead and then blew his nose on it loudly. Disgusting.


Suddenly little Peter darted out down the centre aisle. It looked like he had dropped something from his pocket, one of his marbles perhaps. Peggy twisted around to see her da run after him, hook a finger under his jumper and swipe him over the head. Baby Jimmy let out a yell to make his presence felt and shoved a stubby fist into his mouth as Ma thrust him at Brendan, who in turn thrust him into Philomena’s arms. She began walking back and forth at the back of the church, jiggling him up and down, with Sheila following behind demanding she should also be allowed to carry the baby. Such fidgeting and twitching and wriggling and squirming. Peggy looked back to the Italians.


‘Peg, what are you staring at?’ said Frances.


‘Those people.’


‘Don’t you know them? The Giardanos. There’s a whole bunch of them,’ Frances whispered. ‘They live around Gerard Street.’


That was a pretty run-down part of town, thought Peg. She had been there a few times with her father, on the milk round. And yet the kids all looked like princes and princesses.


‘Roberto Giardano is making his communion with us.’ Frances gestured towards the end of the pew at a small boy in white shorts, white shirt and red bow tie, with white knee-length socks. ‘And that altar boy, that’s his brother. Anthony Giardano. The handsome one.’


Anthony Giardano, with his smooth skin and soulful brown eyes, was now standing in front of a bank of flickering votive candles stuck on rows of metal spikes. His silhouette shimmered, oscillating against the light of the flames. As he walked forward, his vestments swished. He was carrying a huge, heavy Bible. He looked so serious.


If that was me, thought Peggy, I would pretend to trip over and everyone would laugh. But Anthony, with a solemn expression, bowed his head and kissed the Bible and then offered it to the priest. She watched, rapt, as the boy then turned around and knelt on one knee, a lock of his shiny black hair falling over his face. The priest placed the Bible over the back of his shoulders.


‘What’s he doing?’ whispered Peggy as the priest opened the Bible, turning over the pages.


‘He’s making himself into a table.’


Anthony wobbled, but still he was steady and serious. He’s going to start laughing, thought Peggy, he’s going to start laughing any minute. But his expression remained earnest and grave. And he stayed like that; Frances was right, the boy was to be a human lectern until the end of the reading. When it was all over and the priest closed the Bible with a flourish, Anthony calmly stood up, brushed down his cassock and made the sign of the cross.


Peggy couldn’t quite put a finger on what she was feeling, but whatever it was, it made her quiet for a few moments.


‘The O’Shea girl has finally shut up,’ Sister Veronica murmured to the nun sitting beside her. ‘I suppose we should be thankful for small mercies.’


‘Bring your candles onto the altar, children,’ thundered the priest. One by one, the nun lit everyone’s candle with a taper as they came out of the pew. Peggy took her place with the others as they all began to sing gustily, ‘The King of love my shepherd is . . .’


‘Look at dozy Peggy O’Shea, fiddling with the blessed candle,’ hissed Sister Veronica. The candles were elaborate affairs, adorned with netting and bows and curling ribbons. Discs of paper shielded the children’s hands from the dripping wax. As they all shuffled into a semi-circle, Peggy paused, distracted by the lit candle. Fascinated, she tipped it to one side and watched the wax dribble and pool onto the paper. She pushed her finger into the melted wax, feeling the heat from it, enjoying the sensation of it hardening and crackling on her skin.


‘Move, Peg,’ said Frances.


Peggy felt a sharp shove in her back and twisted round to object, but when a globule of hot wax rolled off the paper and dripped onto the back of her wrist, she withdrew her hand quickly, fumbled . . . and dropped the candle.


There was a scream from Frances. But it was the altar boy who brought everyone’s attention to the drama unfolding. ‘Fire! That girl’s on fire!’ he said.


The candle had become entangled in the net overskirt of Peggy’s dress, and within seconds it had set the gauze alight. The flames leapt up suddenly and frighteningly. The shock of it made Peggy’s whole body rigid with panic.


‘Stand back!’ someone shouted.


‘Do something!’ someone else yelled as Peggy yelped and screamed, trying to bat the flames away as they whooshed up dramatically.


Everyone was frozen in shock. A few on the altar bolted off in fright, a few backed away in horror with hands over their mouths, before a great rushing forward of bodies, more shouting, the communion hosts tumbling off the altar and onto the floor as someone raced towards Peggy. There was a huge gasp – and then an equally huge sigh of relief, as the good-looking altar boy grabbed the jugs of water and wine and chucked one, then the other, over Peggy’s dress. Their eyes met for an instant. Then, with his hands wrapped in communion napkins, he tore at the lacy overskirt, ripped it from the flimsy bodice and stamped and smothered out the flames. And it was all over in seconds, as quickly as it had started.


The organ had honked to an abrupt end, but a few bewildered voices dribbled on: ‘I nothing lack if I am his, and he is mine forever . . .’


Peggy stood there, dazed, all scabby knees and limp curls.


‘Trust Peggy O’Shea,’ spat Sister Veronica.


It had been an accident waiting to happen, people would say later. The circular discs of paper were too flimsy. And who would be so stupid as to trust a girl like Peggy O’Shea with a lit candle?


‘Show a bit of decency, girl! Cover yourself up!’ Sister Veronica said as she dragged Peggy off by a clump of her dishevelled hair. ‘You’ve turned this into a circus! You’ll go to hell for this, Peggy O’Shea.’


In a matter of minutes, everything returned to calm and order. The altar boy was standing back beside the priest, his hands held gracefully together in prayer. The Italians once again looked as if they were posing for a painting, like the one on the domed ceiling of chubby angels blowing trumpets above the heads of saintly shepherds and kings.


Still slightly in shock, Peggy took her place back on the altar for communion. By contrast to the Italians, the O’Sheas nudged and tittered, trying to see her. They hissed to those beside them.


Peggy, who seemed not at all worried, only a little bemused at the amount of fuss, didn’t help matters as she kept looking over her shoulder and smiling back at her family. They grinned back at her as though she had done something to be proud of. Sheila, who was leaping around at the back of the pews wrapped in the floaty veil like a demented Isadora Duncan, gave her the thumbs up.


At least she had made it a day to remember, her mother said later. And as there was no harm done, no one cared. It had all happened so quickly that a good many had missed it, which was why the story had to be related in loud whispers, passed along the pews: Did you see what happened? Peggy O’Shea nearly set herself on fire and burned the church down. Never seen anything as funny in my life.


‘What a hoot,’ said Uncle Seamus. ‘That’s the best craic I’ve had in weeks. In fact, months. Years.’


And it was true. It was the kind of incident that would be talked of for years to come. D’you remember when Peggy O’Shea nearly set herself on fire? We still laugh about it now. Do you remember the look on Father O’Mahoney’s face? How the nun cracked our Peggy over the head and pulled her by her hair while she stood there practically in just her knickers on the altar? It’s true what they say about clean drawers. You never know. You just never know.


‘Hey, Peg, you’re famous now,’ laughed Uncle Seamus as they came out blinking into the sunshine after Mass. There was more laughter and slapping of thighs.


‘Peggy, you dozy mare. You made a right show of yourself,’ said her mother, but even she couldn’t help her face crinkling up into a smile.


‘What happened, Peg? What did I miss?’ said her pal Martin Gallagher. News had somehow reached Feather Street, where he also lived, and he had run all the way to the church to ask her.


‘I dropped the candle and it set fire to me dress.’ 


Martin grinned.


‘The altar boy saved the day. Wait’ll I go and get him,’ Peggy said, and turned, ready to dart off. ‘His name’s Anthony Giardano.’


‘Get back here, our Peg,’ said her dad suddenly and darkly. He reached out and grabbed her arm so tightly, she felt him pinching her. She didn’t understand why he had gone so quickly from laughing to looking so very serious and angry. ‘The altar boy? He’s one of the Giardano boys?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know.’


She followed her father’s gaze towards a handsome, dark-haired man in a suit who stood on the church steps. Over the bobbing heads of the crowd, the man was looking in their direction and returning an equally unfriendly stare. Sucking on the end of a cigarette, he flicked it contemptuously into the gutter.


Dennis O’Shea pulled Peggy roughly to one side, knelt down and spoke directly into her face, gripping her forearms.


‘Peg, love, you’ve given us all a laugh as usual. But that’s all it was, a laugh. I don’t want you to go anywhere near those Giardanos. If I find out you’ve disobeyed me, you’ll feel the back of my hand,’ he said.


‘Why?’ she asked, bewildered.


‘I don’t need to tell you why,’ he answered brusquely.


And so that moment in the church, one that might have entertained them for years if only things had been different, would instead turn out to be a moment that haunted them. It stuck like a thorn in their flesh, worrying and niggling; and as some said much later, if old wounds hadn’t healed by now, they would never heal at all. No wonder it all ended badly.


‘That Giardano boy saved me life. I could have been like the son of Abraham, Da. Could have been a crispy burnt offering right there on the altar.’


‘Eh?’ he asked. ‘What the heck are you going on about?’


‘Weren’t yer listening to the priest, Da?’


‘Less of the cheek, love. You keep away from him, and the Giardano lot.’


‘Why? You can’t make me.’


‘Never mind why,’ he replied.


Narrowing her steel-blue eyes, she turned around to see if she could spot the boy amongst the small group of glamorous Italians gathered under the magnolia tree, with its beautiful pink buds ready to burst into flower.


But he had gone.


Or rather, he had quietly slipped into the shade beneath the tree, discreetly placing himself behind its knotty trunk, where he had watched and listened to every word of the exchange. And just like Peggy, he too wondered why her father was saying she wasn’t allowed to speak to him. What hidden secret lurked? He had seen the fury in the girl’s father’s eyes and the answering glare from his own father, and his curiosity grew.


‘Come on! Lead the way!’ someone shouted. ‘Time for the shindig to start!’


They all drifted off to rooms above pubs, back parlours and parish halls for their communion parties.


The boy remained for a moment or two, staring at Peg’s scowling face. She had a wild temper; but there was something about her silver-flecked blue eyes, and her generous mouth with its curving, tulip-shaped lips, that he would not forget in a hurry.










Two



The Giardanos’ communion breakfast was laid out in the back room of Albertini’s ice-cream bar in a side street behind Fontenoy Gardens. Each booth, with its red banquette seats and fringed lampshades hanging over the table, was squashed full of bodies. 


Anthony Giardano, fresh from his heroics with the girl who had set herself on fire, watched his smiling aunt drift around the room pressing little net bags of sugared almonds tied with blue bows into the palms of the children who had just made their communion. They each squealed when they opened them and saw that there was also a five-shilling note tucked inside. When she reached Anthony, she kissed the top of his head and gave him one of the little bags. ‘Antonio. For you a bomboniera gift also. Bravo boy with the stupido girl.’


Anthony’s uncle took out his beloved violin from its case. The grownups raised their heads and paused their conversation as he played ‘Maria Mari’, and for a brief moment they were transported back to Bardi, or Napoli, or Roma. Anthony, meanwhile, sat in one of the booths, popped a sugared almond into his mouth and rested his chin in his palm. Mr Albertini joined his uncle and began to sing. The words of the song meant little to Anthony; he couldn’t understand much Italian, just snatches, the consequence of his parents being so keen for him to be accepted as British. But he enjoyed listening to the sound of the violin and now to the others singing along. After a few songs, his uncle took his bow and a burly, thickset man stood up on the raised dais and began singing ‘O Sole Mio’ in a high contralto.


The Giardanos would always feel the tug of the old country, the old way of life, and even though many in this room had left Italy behind decades ago, these songs still had the power to fill their eyes with tears and remind them of the warm sun on their faces and the scent of bougainvillea.


Little cakes and ricotta pastries were handed around on a plate by a young woman wearing a pretty yellow dress and matching shoes. Ice-cream wafers dripping with raspberry juice appeared from nowhere. There was a group of girls perched on a high table in one corner, waiting for a teetering pyramid of sticky profiteroles that everyone said was on its way: white beaded purses looped over wrists, bare tanned legs swinging, feet in frilled socks crossed at the ankles. Anthony was crossing the room to join them when he felt a shove in his back.


‘Come on, Tony. Let’s get out of here. You coming with us to the pub?’ It was one of the older boys, his cousin Matteo. ‘No one will notice, what d’you say?’


It felt more like an order than a question.


Following Matteo outside because he couldn’t think of an excuse not to, Anthony joined the other older cousins in a game of pitch and toss. The fresh air filling his lungs was a welcome relief after the smoke-filled room. After finishing the game they set off along the pavement, passing stubby rows of terraces and sooty factories, heading towards the Dock Road.


This part of Liverpool was ravaged from the beginning of the slum clearances, but there was enough of it standing undefeated, especially the pubs and the grocers and the pawn shops. With hands thrust deep in their pockets, chins stuck out proudly, they swaggered in concert, swigging from bottles of pale ale. They knew they were an eye-catching sight to passers-by, especially in their best clothes, starched white shirts, waistcoats and smart shoes, and they weren’t surprised when people looked back over their shoulders at them and stared.


‘Can I come to the pub?’ asked a small voice, and Anthony felt someone tugging on his shirt. They all whirled around and laughed at little Roberto, who had run to catch up with them.


‘Eh, no, bambino. Go back to the shindig.’


Roberto humphed and turned on his heel.


‘Fancy the Boot?’ Matteo said to everyone, with a smirk.


‘Why would we go to that dive? I’d rather go to the Throstle’s Nest,’ said a tall, heavy-set boy. ‘The O’Sheas are having their communion bash there. The cow-keepers.’ A grin spread across the tall boy’s face, and they all grinned back. They carried on walking and fifteen minutes later, prickling with excitement, emboldened by booze and lightheaded from the fags, they arrived at the pub.


Matteo indicated towards the hinged, blackened board with his beer bottle. At an upstairs window they could see a crowd of children dangling a ribbon from the sill, leaning out dangerously.


‘They’re O’Sheas, I swear. They know how to cause trouble. They’ve either got red hair or a face full of freckles, or both. That girl who set herself on fire in church? She was one of them. You know her, Tone?’ asked Matteo.


Anthony frowned. ‘No,’ he said warily.


‘You don’t know the O’Sheas? Well, it’s time you met them,’ Gino Riozzi said, cracking his knuckles and smiling. ‘Ciggie before we go in?’


He handed the packet round. They stood in a small semi-circle, lighting one cigarette from another, occasionally glancing up at the window in between flicking ash into the gutter and letting the smoke curl up languidly, blowing out perfectly formed, shivering smoke rings.


‘Cig, Antonio?’


All eyes were on Anthony as Gino thrust the packet under his nose. It would have been impossible to refuse so he took one, lit it and sucked as hard as he could. Spluttering smoke and gasping, his purpling face and coughing made them all burst into laughter.


‘Hey, who’s the bambino now? You need to man up! You ready for the O’Shea challenge?’ said Gino, slapping him on the back.


Anthony nodded nervously. But he had seen those O’Shea men. He had watched them from under the tree. They had fists like hams and thighs carved out of rock.


Matteo took a long drag of his cigarette and blew a plume of smoke out of the side of his mouth. He pushed open the double doors of the pub. Anthony was hit by the sweet smell of beer and hops and cigarette smoke. The air was tinged with a bluish fog.


‘They’re all upstairs,’ Matteo said over his shoulder, then nodded towards the stairs in the far corner of the bar. ‘This is where the fun starts.’ He clapped his arm around Anthony’s shoulders. ‘We have a beautiful game, Tony. Think you can nick a bottle of beer from the O’Sheas’ beano?’


Anthony frowned. The two older boys smirked.


‘That’s it. That’s the game. Easy as pie. Or it would be, if it wasn’t the O’Sheas. You have to be quick and crafty. If they realize a Giardano crashed their party, they’ll kick ten lumps out of you. You up for it?’


What could he say? No? Gino leaned into his ear and shouted above the din of the pub, ‘The one who nicks the most bottles is the winner. The one who gets his head kicked in by the O’Shea lads is the loser.’


They all laughed. ‘Go on. You first, Tone. You’re smaller than us. You’re like a little ship rat. They won’t notice you. Get up them stairs.’


‘We’ll have a pint waiting for you when you get back!’ cried Gino. ‘If you don’t get your own to drink!’


Anthony took a deep breath. He separated from the group. For a moment he was going to run, but turning back and seeing them grinning, he realized he had no choice but to go up the rickety winding staircase.


‘Gerra move on, soft lad,’ said a voice behind him. He turned. It was the man who had been laughing at Peggy in the church, with the shock of ginger hair and burly frame that blocked out light, slightly slurring his words, speaking with a thick Liverpool accent.


Anthony darted up the stairs. When he reached the landing, the door swung open and the man overtook him and walked into the room. The smell of beer filled Anthony’s nostrils. The blast of noise, an accordion, clapping, singing and shouting, the blur of bodies, caused him to shiver. The few people who casually looked round at him when he quickly stepped through the open door thankfully didn’t comment; most of them seemed too drunk to notice. There was louder clapping and more music, the accordion roaring now and someone blowing a penny whistle, and people shouting. A woman had climbed onto the table and was lifting her skirts and each time she lifted them a little bit higher, people cheered. Someone cried, ‘Give us a decko! Just another inch, Doreen, pet!’


Anthony pressed himself back against the wall, trying to make himself invisible.


‘Are you Peg’s brother?’ a man asked, clutching a bottle of beer in each hand, steadying himself by leaning onto the wall. He squinted at Anthony as he tried to focus. ‘Can’t find our Martin. You seen him? Big lad? Carroty hair?’ Anthony turned away, looked at the floor and didn’t answer. He was thankful when the brute sank into a chair and appeared to be too drunk to keep asking.


A long trestle table ran along the centre of the room, covered in a white tablecloth stained with spilt beer, orange squash and yellow piccalilli. There were plates of half-eaten sandwiches, pork pies alongside pickled eggs. Someone pushed back a few chairs and started to sing ‘The Galway Shawl’; there was a man playing a battered old accordion and beside him another man on the drum, another blowing into something that looked like a trumpet but wasn’t. They all laughed, and someone started to clap and stamp their feet.


‘Ah, this is the craic,’ Dennis O’Shea said to a woman handing out a fresh plate of sausage rolls. He winked as he took three and stuffed two in his mouth at once. ‘Wetting the baby’s head, birthdays, funerals are grand, but sure, Holy Communion is what the family love most.’


Anthony watched all this, amazed. He had assumed the O’Sheas were dirt poor – they certainly looked it, from their mismatched clothes and wild hair – but there was no expense spared here. They seemed to have found the money for piles and piles of sandwiches squashed into triangles, biscuits and jelly; and cakes! Sponge cakes oozing with jam and sugar, and rich fruit cakes with dollops of icing on top of them. Not like the pretty, delicate, dainty fancies and biscotti his own family was eating down the road in the ice-cream bar.


‘Make way! Make way! More scouse coming through!’ someone cried.


A savoury smell filled the air, making Anthony’s mouth water. There was a surge of activity as people got up from chairs and moved forward to the table, pushing and jostling as they gathered around the tureen. ‘You’d think these lads and lassies hadn’t eaten a hot meal for months,’ someone remarked.


Three screeching and giggling girls raced around a table chased by two boys, and a second woman with a huge steaming bowl of mutton stew shrieked, ‘Mind out the way, eejits!’ An ancient, papery-skinned lady sitting on a chair, legs splayed and leaning on a walking stick, slyly slid the stick out with a grin and a wink, causing a freckly red-haired boy to fall head over heels as he raced past her, banging down on the floor head first with a loud thwack. Cruel as it was, they all laughed and slapped their thighs when they saw the boy rolling around on the floor clutching himself in agony. When they saw the bruise purpling on his forehead, they laughed more and cried to the old woman, ‘You’re a devil, Maud! What did you do that for?’


‘Arse over tit, our Martin went!’ said a woman who rushed forward, and everyone grinned as she hugged him to her skirts. ‘We’ll rub a bit of marge on it and find a cabbage leaf to stop the swelling when we get home. That’ll do the trick, son. You’ll be right as rain.’


Head down, big round brown eyes staring up from under his thick fringe, Anthony watched all this drama, enthralled. At the far end of the room, he could see a table with crates of beer piled up on it. A few people moved away and he had a clear view of it. Steeling himself, he scurried towards it, reached out and took a bottle and quickly moved away. No one had questioned him, no one had noticed him, and with his heart beating so hard it might have burst out of his chest, he made his way back across the room. He was about to go out of the door, but not before he grabbed another half-finished bottle from the long table, took a sip and shivered, his lips curling in distaste.


And then he felt someone poke him.


‘You again?’ Peggy O’Shea said. ‘What you doing here? Nicking our beer?’


She had a currant bun in her hand and she was idly picking the currants out, putting them in her mouth, slowly and deliberately, one at a time.


‘Sorry,’ he stuttered, putting both of the beers back on the table quickly. ‘It’s a game.’ There was no mistaking her. This was the girl who had set her dress on fire.


‘What game?’ She narrowed her eyes, tipped her head. ‘Tell me.’


‘Who’s this?’ It was the boy who had tripped over the stick.


‘No one,’ replied Peggy. ‘Go away, Martin.’


The boy stood staring, chewing his lip. Anthony felt his blood run cold. But then the boy turned, distracted by someone calling his name, and walked off.


‘Here,’ Peggy said, shoving two beers from the table into Anthony’s hands. ‘You can have all you want. For saving me life in church. But scram.’


‘Thanks,’ he said.


But then there was noise, shouting, and his heart leapt to his mouth as he just stood there, frozen.


‘The Giardanos! There’s a load of them downstairs,’ a man was yelling.


‘The nerve!’ said the warbling woman, climbing down off the table.


‘The bloody cheek of them!’ cried another. There was a rush of bodies over to the window and others trying to barge through the door to go downstairs and find out what was happening.


‘In here,’ Peggy hissed to Anthony, pulling him by the sleeve, pushing aside a bead curtain near where they had been standing. Behind it was another door, which she opened. ‘Quick, hide in this cupboard with me.’


They pressed themselves against the wall, squashed together in the dusty alcove alongside mops and buckets and a smell of damp and Vim.


‘What’s your name?’ she whispered.


‘Antonio. You can call me Tony.’


‘Margaret-Mary. You can call me Peg.’


He nodded, seriously. He ran his tongue over his dry lips. Peggy could hear him breathing raggedly. The light bleeding in from the keyhole meant she could see his shoes. Those shoes. Shiny, with laces like liquorice. And then, from outside, there was more shouting and thundering down stairs – or was it up? It was hard to tell.


‘In the bar! The Giardanos!’ cried a voice.


‘You, wind your flaming neck in!’ someone cried.


Peggy opened the door an inch and peered out. ‘They’re all scrapping,’ she said, grinning. People were crowding around the open windows, trying to get a look at the punching and kicking that had spilled out onto the pavement. ‘You frightened?’ she asked him.


‘No,’ he replied.


‘Yes, you are. I can see you’re sweating. There’s another way down if you don’t want to get involved or anyone to see you. There’s a door behind the table with the cakes on it. It leads to the back stairs.’


‘Ta,’ he said. He took a deep breath. Right now, everything in his body was screaming at him with one single word: run. Flinging open the door, he shot out and, head down, dipped, curved and swooped round the trestle tables and between the chairs.


Watching him go out the door, Peggy smiled and smoothed down her skirt. Then, out of the corner of her eye, she noticed something on the floor by her foot. It didn’t look like it belonged there. She bent down and picked up the little net bag, turning it over in her hand, undoing the small blue ribbon with the holy medal tied on one end. Her eyes widened when she saw the five-shilling note stuffed inside. It must have fallen out of the boy’s pocket when they had crouched down, trying to hide themselves. Anthony Giardano.


‘Anthony Giardano,’ she murmured, rolling the r on her tongue and enjoying the strange sound of it in her mouth. Anthony Giardano had forgotten his sweets and a five-bob note.


As the sound of more shouting rose up in the street, a cry went up. ‘The coppers! Scarper, everyone!’


‘Leg it!’ said another voice, as the clanging of a bell rose in pitch from somewhere far off.










Three



Moira O’Shea lay in bed on her back in the hollow of the old horsehair mattress, staring at the creeping patch of damp on the ceiling. She could hear her husband bumping around downstairs. Baby Jimmy was in a drawer beside her. She was exhausted. Turning her head, she looked at him lying there. He was a small peachy bundle, his velvety head poking out of the top of the swaddling. She reached out a hand and touched him. Sometimes she did that, just to feel him breathing. Lying on her side, she luxuriated in the silence and felt relieved there was nothing to fill it for a moment. There was so much noise in this house. So many children. And they just kept coming. She curled herself into a ball.


She felt her eyelids going heavy, prayed she would be asleep by the time Dennis came upstairs. It wasn’t that she didn’t love her husband. But she was so tired. So very tired. And the Holy Communion bash had been so eventful, what with Peggy setting herself on fire and the bust-up with the Giardanos. It had just about finished her off.


‘Christ on a crutch,’ said a voice at the foot of the stairs. It was Dennis. It sounded like he had tripped over something. One too many at the Throstle’s Nest lock-in again.


She winced. Should she pretend to be asleep? Please God, he would leave her alone tonight.


‘Are you asleep?’ he said. The bed creaked as he sat on the end of it and pulled off his boots. She heard the thwack of the laces. ‘Are you asleep or awake, Moy?’


‘I was asleep. I think.’


He took off his trousers.


‘What a day . . .’ he said. When he got in the bed and under the eiderdown with a puff of feathers escaping from gaps in the stitching, he curved his body around hers. She felt his hands pull up her nightdress and touch her bottom. He smelled beery and when he kissed her neck, she squirmed away.


‘Too tired,’ she murmured. ‘The kids . . . You’ll wake them.’


‘Ah, come on now, Moy. I need to sleep too, but you wouldn’t leave a fella all twitching next to you because he couldn’t find a bit of peace with his wife.’ His hands were moving down her body now, between her legs. ‘Don’t be such a tease, Moira.’


A tease! She thought of herself, pale and wan and worn out after all these babies. When she was young she hadn’t been able to keep her hands off him either, but she was lithe and pretty then. Now she felt old and tired, but it seemed to make no difference to her husband. ‘Ah, come on now,’ he said. ‘I love you, Moira.’


He had never stopped telling her how much he loved her. If she was half dressed, he would pause and reach out to touch her breast, or place his hand on the cheek of her bottom and cup it gently, saying he couldn’t help himself, it was because he loved her. There was always another baby to feed, another toddler to wash, but it didn’t stop him. He would take what he could. A handful of flesh here, a kiss on the lips there, a nuzzle, a suck, a lick, a sniff.


She felt his arms circle her waist and his hands cup her bottom. She felt him part her legs with his knee, and she twisted her head, looked across at her sleeping children. There was an art to doing it with a one-year-old in a drawer and a three-year-old in a cot bed lying next to them without waking them, and Dennis had perfected it. He knew how to do it quickly and quietly. Sometimes he gently put his hand over her mouth, sometimes he did it with barely a movement, just breathing and sighing, and it was over in minutes.


‘Wait,’ she said, fumbling in the side drawer. ‘I’m not having another baby.’


There were six of them now. And that was enough. Father O’Mahoney said to her that each child was a blessing. But it was less of a blessing when you couldn’t feed them, when they got sent home from school or ticked off by the bobbies, or day in, day out when they kicked and screamed and never seemed to do what you asked. Sure, she loved her children, but a blessing? A curse, more like. But Father had said it was wrong to use a rubber. Not that he’d used that term, but he’d said it in so many words from the pulpit.


Doreen, her sister-in-law, had told her about something called the rhythm method. She’d given Moira a chart, and Moira had tried to remember counting the days, even ticked them off with a red pencil. But she could barely remember what day the bread man was coming or how much she owed the coal man, or what night was Brendan’s Boys’ Brigade, or if this was the week the girls needed a bath and fresh drawers. She had even forgotten the baby that morning, for goodness’ sake. More often than not, the red squiggles and crosses were never remembered until Dennis came upstairs and started putting his hands all over her. Then she tried to count backwards through the days in her head, but that was hopeless as well.


‘We can’t have another baby. I mean it, Denny.’ She was groping in the dark in the back of the drawer, searching for the rubbers Doreen had given her.


But he wasn’t listening. He pulled her back to him and kissed her, mumbling about how they’d manage – ‘Put them johnnies away, let’s take a chance just this once, I like it the natural way, the way God intended’ – and now he was moving inside her, moaning and pulling open her nightdress to expose her breasts and kissing her, and she was weakening because the truth was she took such comfort from the fact that he loved her, and it allowed her to forget that they were poor because she revelled in the fact that this was a pleasure that was hers to enjoy just as much as those who had all the money in the world. No one loved her like Dennis. But he obviously hadn’t listened to a word she’d said; why would he?


‘Well, Father O’Mahoney will be praising God that we didn’t use a johnny,’ she said, after they both flopped in exhaustion. ‘But if I’m flaming pregnant, I’ll kill you, Dennis O’Shea. So I bloody will.’ There was a pause as shadows moved across the room. You could hear the baby breathing.


‘That was a party and a half, wasn’t it? Those Giardanos, I ask you. Our lads gave ’em what for, though.’


‘They did indeed,’ she murmured, drifting off into sleep.










Four



When Peggy arrived at school on Monday morning, late as usual, there was a gaggle of children waiting for her at the gates. As they followed her in, they began singing to the tune of ‘London’s Burning’: ‘Peggy’s burning, Peggy’s burning, fetch the engine, fetch the engine, fire fire! Fire fire! Pour on water, pour on water . . .’


‘Shurrup,’ she yelled, but there was just more laughter. ‘Leave me alone,’ she snapped.


‘What’s the matter, moo-cow?’ someone said.


She pursed her lips, gave one of her signature scowls. She was used to the constant jokes about cows and mooing, because of the dairy. And she had long since learned how to pretend that she didn’t care. But she had also learned that if you stood up to this kind of boy, they usually backed down.


‘Next time, Rickets Roberts, when your skint ma comes begging me da to give her another week to pay for her milk, me da’ll say she should sling her hook,’ she said.


‘Ha! Says a flamin’ O’Shea. Your brother doesn’t even come to school wearing shoes some days. You’re so poor, the only toy the O’Sheas have got to play with is a mouldy cowpat,’ he retorted.


Despite her cocksure thrust of the chin and firm hands on hips, the words stung Peggy like actual fire. It was true; she had lost count of the weeks her da would drink away any money they made on a Friday night, and their two mangy, tired cows hardly made a dairy. But she wasn’t going to hear it from Rickets Roberts.


‘Say that to me face!’ she yelled and ran forward, nostrils flaring, head down like a bull. With a shriek, she crashed into the boy’s stomach. Winded, he turned puce, clutched himself and doubled up as he staggered groggily around the playground.


‘Pe-ggy, Pe-ggy, Pe-ggy,’ chanted everyone as Peggy, bringing her hand around, started striking whoever got near her with a ringing blow, swinging punches wildly.


And then suddenly there was a great flapping across the tarmac. It was Sister Dorothea rushing forward, a huge great black crow shouting, ‘No fighting, Peggy O’Shea! Is that you? I heard about the communion party, and now you’re at it again!’ As she stepped into the scuffle and prised the children apart, the rosary beads hanging from her waist became tangled in Peggy’s wild, straggly hair.


‘Ow! Sister, you’re hurting me!’ yelled Peggy as she was dragged off, head bent, still attached to the nun.


‘Peggy O’Shea. What are you good at?’ said Sister Veronica half an hour later, squinting at Peggy through wire spectacles.


They were in her office. Peggy, sitting on a hard chair in front of the sister’s desk, stared into her lap and picked at her nails.


‘Lift your head up and have the decency to look at me. What exactly is the point of you, Peggy O’Shea? Playing the fool and fighting like the rest of your boneheaded family?’


‘I don’t know, Sister.’


‘Don’t know what?’


‘I don’t know what’s the point of me, Sister Veronica.’


For a moment Peggy let the silence stick between her and the nun. Sister Veronica sighed. ‘Surely you’re better than that? You’ve a brain in that head, not stuffing. Use it, girl.’


‘Sorry, Sister,’ she mumbled.


‘Don’t let it happen again. You’re only eight. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you. It’s not been a good start, but you’ve still plenty of time to turn things around.’


‘Aye, Sister.’


‘Yes, Sister. Not aye, Sister. For pity’s sake. Sit up straight. Don’t mumble. Now I’ll say this only once. Find something you’re good at. And stick to it. Find a path in your life, and good things will come. It doesn’t have to be like this. Always doing stupid things. Pegging yourself to the washing line, getting your head stuck in the railings . . .’


‘Aye . . . yes, Sister.’


‘Now get out of here. And make sure you confess all this nonsense to Father O’Mahoney next time you’re in church. If we’re having a fresh start, you’ll feel better when you’ve cleaned your slate with God, not just me and Sister Dorothea. Pull up your socks and go.’


Peggy nodded. But as she was about to leave, the nun stopped her.


‘By the way, your ma, how is she? I heard it was the Giardanos who turned up at the communion party. Was that hard for her?’


Peggy shrugged. ‘She’s grand. Me da said we knocked seven bells out of them Giardanos.’


The nun winced. ‘Can’t have been easy to see, though, can it?’


They were strange words to hear from the nun, and it was a question Peggy didn’t know how to answer.


Later, in the classroom, things had become calmer. As Sister Dorothea walked between the desks with a long ruler in her hand, pointing and poking and prodding at everyone’s open arithmetic exercise books, Peggy leaned over and whispered questions behind her hand to Frances.


‘Fran. Franny . . . Anthony Giardano, you said he goes to Holy Cross School? Next to the church? At the bottom of Fontenoy Street?’


‘Yes. Why do you want to know?’


‘He’s an altar boy?’


‘Mmm. All the Italians are altar boys. They’re dead holy. He’s there every Sunday with his family. Unlike your lot. You’d know that if you went to Mass. Be quiet, Peg, I’m trying to do this sum. If you have six apples in one hand and seven in the other, then times that by thirteen, what d’you have?’


‘Big hands? Who knows, who cares,’ Peg replied, sucking the end of the ruler pensively.


It was Saturday afternoon and Anthony Giardano was with his father in the Fascio Club in a side street off the bottom of Bold Street, perched on a high stool, drinking a milkshake through a red and white straw. Behind the bar stood a pretty, olive-skinned waitress, drying glasses with a tea towel in front of a gold-framed picture of a smiling King Vittorio.


‘I don’t like it,’ said Enzo Giardano, sipping a glass of grappa.


He was resting his foot on the brass rail, a cigarette drooping from his lip. The glasses lined up on the glass shelf and the rows of bottles filled with exotic-coloured liquids, aniseeds and garish turquoises and the vibrant yellows of limoncello, threw back reflections which made prisms of coloured light shimmy across the ceiling and bounce off the mirrored walls of the room.


‘Mussolini cosying up to the generals like that,’ Enzo went on. ‘Gives me the willies.’


‘Me too. Tickling each other’s bellies,’ said a man stirring heaped spoonfuls of sugar into a tub of cream.


‘Nonna is upset.’


‘That’s not surprising.’


‘Mussolini? I’ll not have a word said against him,’ said the barmaid.


‘Sì. He’s doing so much good for Italy,’ said a third fellow in a neat suit sitting at the far end of the bar, staring with love into his grappa.


Anthony, listening to all this, wiped his finger around the inside and sucked it. He wasn’t quite sure what they were talking about but he was happy to just listen; he enjoyed it when they switched between Italian and English, peppering their sentences with expansive hand gestures and expletives and exclamations he didn’t quite understand.


‘We loved him at first, but I’m not so sure now. And while we’re on the subject, I think you should change the name of your cafe, Luigi. Fascio Club – it doesn’t sound good. It’s bringing a lot of attention lately. People don’t like it round here.’


Sofia Giardano, Anthony’s mother, bustled about behind the bar carrying a tray of washed gold-rimmed glasses.


‘Why should we?’ the barmaid said. ‘All we do is play bingo and dominoes and meet with friends for supper. It’s our social club.’


‘It’s not good, though, now they’ve started asking us to send more of our wages home. I don’t like it.’


‘Enjoying the milkshake, son?’ asked Enzo, changing the subject. Anthony slurped at the remains of the drink with the straw and squirmed away as his father ruffled his hair.


The girl behind the bar laughed also, showing her large white teeth. ‘You heard about those O’Sheas? You hear about our boys going to their party?’


Anthony paused, felt his heart beat a little faster.


Enzo frowned and shook his head. ‘I told them to stay away. I heard there was a big bust-up.’


‘There was. Pretty bad. They were brawling outside on the pavement. Joseph came home with a shiner. The police had to break it up. Our boys held up, but it was an idiotic thing to do. Don’t know why they decided to go to the Throstle’s Nest.’


The girl behind the bar puckered her lips. ‘What I don’t understand is why you Giardanos hate the O’Sheas? Funny, you get on so well with the Flanagans. You designed the mosaics at their shop, didn’t you, Enzo?’


She was talking about the entranceway of Flanagan’s Grocers – a beautiful design with the words ‘James Flanagan’ picked out in swirling Italian mosaic tiles above the door. ‘And the Liverpool Irish and us Italians have so much in common. We’re all Catholics and we’re in church together all the time. Parading up and down Scottie Road with our statues and dressing up our little girls as May Queens in lace curtains. Kiddies at the same schools. Mr Albertini doesn’t have a problem with them. What is it with you and the O’Sheas?’


No one answered. Enzo and Sofia glanced at each other. Anthony waited to hear their reply.


‘They’ve had it in for us for years,’ said Enzo carefully. ‘It started when they refused to deliver milk to us. Then they tried to get everyone else round here to stop doing business with us. Someone lost an eye in a fight in a pub over it.’


The girl chewed her lip. She wasn’t convinced that he was right.


Gloria Giardano, with a coolness beyond her thirteen years, in white socks and a red and white polka dot dress with a nipped-in waist, appeared from behind a beaded glass curtain with a jug of lemonade on a silver tray. ‘The O’Shea boys call us dirty tallys,’ she said. ‘That’s why.’


‘I know about all that. I know a fight breaks out whenever the O’Sheas and the Giardanos catch sight of each other. And I know our boys call them filthy Fenians. But why?’


Gloria shrugged and tossed back her shimmering, glossy hair. They couldn’t quite remember the details. Exactly what had caused this hatred between the two families, no one could say, and the silence in the room spoke for itself. But from the looks on their faces, it didn’t really matter, either. They just knew that it was so.


Sunday morning, and usually Peggy would be up and out of the house, milking or helping her father with a delivery. Either that or someone would be asking her to clean the grate or take baby Jimmy out in the pram, feed him or change him, or walk Peter and Sheila to the boating lake, or stop the chickens escaping. But today, calculating her mother would be in a good mood, she got up before everyone else and hoped no one would ask her to do any chores.


She dug out an old but pretty floral dress from the bottom drawer that she had worn once, for her brother’s christening. Looking at her reflection in the mirror, she was amazed to see that it still fitted. It was a little tight and the seams of the ruched bodice strained a little, and perhaps it was too short, but she still managed to do it up, fiddling with the small round pearlized buttons, using her thumb to push them through the buttonholes. She slipped her feet into her scuffed boots.


‘Ooh. Look at you, Peggy love,’ quipped her mother when she came into the kitchen.


‘Where are you going dressed up like that?’ her father said. ‘What’s all this about?’


She narrowed her eyes at him. Shut up, her expression said. She sat down and began tightening her boot laces.


‘You’re all dressed up. You’re usually never out of your dungies,’ said her mother.


Peggy scowled, irritated. As she angrily pulled the laces too tight, one of them snapped. ‘Blast. Now look what you’ve made me do,’ she said, which just made them laugh.


‘That wasn’t my fault,’ said her mother.


‘Yes, it was.’


‘So come on then, why are you all glammed up? You’ve even brushed your hair. Have you really put that dress on to do the cows? Sit down and eat up your breakfast.’


Peggy grimaced at the plate of cold leftover scouse from the communion party that her mother plonked in front of her. She picked up the food and pushed her fork into a lump of gristle, held it up and twirled it, inspecting it as if Moira had just prepared it with the intention of poisoning her.


‘I’m not eating scouse for brekkie. And I’m not doing the flaming cows,’ she said, putting the fork down and pushing her plate away. ‘I’m going to church.’


‘Church?’ said her father.


‘Church?’ echoed her mother with a splutter of laughter. ‘Christ alive! What’s brought this on?’


‘I’m full of Jesus’s love,’ Peggy replied flatly. ‘My heart is brimming with the Holy Spirit.’


‘I’ve heard it all now,’ said her father.


‘You’re mad,’ said Brendan, wandering in chewing a bit of bacon rind. He wound it around his finger, examining it, and stuck it back into his mouth.


‘Never mind all this Jesus talk. I want you to clean the grate.’


‘Sorry, Ma, God is calling me,’ Peggy said, jumping up, pushing the chair out from under her and grabbing her cardigan. ‘And if God is calling me it’s only right that I should answer.’


Her mother and father looked at each other in open-mouthed shock.


Peggy whirled around in a flurry of humphs and stomps and raised eyebrows, and then she was gone.


‘What’s going on with her?’ Dennis said to Moira.


‘I haven’t a clue.’


‘Me neither. She’s certainly behaving very strangely.’


‘Aye. Very bloody strangely indeed.’


Holy Cross was already filling up. Peggy slipped in and took her seat in the back pew. A sense of anticipation settled upon her. She turned over the bag of sugared almonds nestling in her palm, felt it going hot in her hand. A nun entered and lit a candle, bowed in front of the altar. Peggy craned her neck and waited.


The choir began singing the entrance hymn, ‘Praise, My Soul, the King of Heaven’. The Monsignor and another priest and three altar boys that Peggy didn’t recognize, carrying candles, began slowly and reverently walking down the centre aisle towards the altar. Disappointment took hold of her. Damn it. Frances had got it wrong. There was no Anthony Giardano here today. Annoyed with herself that she had gone to the trouble of putting a dress on, one that itched and scratched and she couldn’t properly breathe in, she slumped back in the pew, feeling foolish.


After ten minutes she left the sound of murmured prayers behind, unabashed by the stares she received as she pushed past people in the pew to make her way outside.


But as she set off down the road in the direction of the tram, there he was: Anthony Giardano, with a stick in his hand, trailing it across the railings and enjoying the sound of it. He stopped and stood blinking in the sunlight, navy blue tones picked out in his glossy black hair. He was wearing shorts and a newly ironed white shirt. His long legs looked tanned and smooth in contrast to Peg’s scabby knees and the pink marks where she’d enjoyed picking at grazes before they had properly healed. Usually she was proud of her scars and would talk them through with relish to anyone who cared to listen: this is where I fell off the wall, this is where our Brendan walloped me with a bike chain, this is where I stepped on the rake.


‘Anthony Giardano?’ She lingered by the railings, pushed a foot between the bars, tipped her head to one side. ‘Why aren’t you serving?’


‘I was.’ He absent-mindedly peeled a piece of bark off the stick before throwing it down and wiping his hands on his shorts. ‘Half eight Mass. Father asked me to stay and help with the mission boxes.’
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