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One


Liverpool, 1946


‘Saints preserve us! Go back and sit at your desks, girls!’ exclaimed Sister Boniface, standing at the front of the classroom. She was turning bright pink under her stiff white coif and habit. The row of twitching, excited schoolgirls strained and wriggled in their chairs to get a better look. Evie O’Leary, however, was unusually still, transfixed by the dress on a cream satin-covered hanger that was hooked onto the lip of the hinged blackboard. The creases had been meticulously ironed out only that morning by Sister Mary Clotilda, who was standing beside Sister Boniface, beaming proudly.


Carefully, Sister Boniface peeled off the tissue paper, which floated away like gossamer. There was a gasp from the girls. It was the most beautiful thing Evie had ever seen. A spotless white dress with a ruched bodice, falling away in delicate pleats from the waist that cascaded all the way down to the floor. It had white lace sleeves elasticated at the elbow, and small satin ruffles around the hem.


‘Now, class, would one of you like to tell us why I have come here today?’


Eager hands shot up into the air. Of course, they all knew. They had been talking about this for weeks.


‘Yes, you, Mary,’ said the nun, pointing to a girl with blonde hair in a neat ponytail coiled up on the top of her head. ‘Come up here and tell us.’


The air thickened with expectancy. The girl came to the front of the class. ‘The Crowning of the May,’ she replied.


‘Perhaps you’d like to tell us about it?’


‘Yes, Sister. The holiest girl in our class will be allowed to wear this dress for the Crowning of the May. It’s a long dress, no one else will be allowed to wear a long dress, and so that’s how everyone in the church will know she’s the holiest.’


‘Not just holy. Holier than holy.’


There was a hushed silence and another intake of breath. ‘This is going to be a tough contest, girls. This dress is unmatched in its sheer beauty, so whoever I choose to wear it will have to show they are the very essence of goodness and purity. Actually, come to think of it, if I decide no one is deserving, it might not get worn at all.’


Sister Mary Clotilda’s face fell as she thought of her red raw fingers and tired eyes and the hours she had spent in the diminishing light, stitching, hemming and embroidering the dress with tiny forget-me-nots and crucifixes.


‘Rest assured, I will be watching each and every one of you.’


‘What if it doesn’t fit the holiest girl?’ said Eunice, a chubby, wide-hipped thirteen-year-old with sturdy legs.


‘Your purpose is not to turn heads, but to turn hearts towards our Heavenly Father,’ Sister Boniface replied, sharply.


Eunice slumped in her chair and went back to sucking on the frayed cuff of her jumper.


‘But Sister, how will you know?’ asked Evie in a small voice.


The nun squinted towards the desk at the back of the room. ‘Know what, Evangeline?’


‘Whether someone is good all the time. What if someone is really holy in school and really bad at home?’


‘Jesus is watching you, Evangeline O’Leary. Don’t think you can outwit him. And don’t think you can outwit me, either. I can safely say that unless there’s a dramatic change in your behaviour, you won’t get within a sniff of it.’


Evie dropped her head.


‘Sister, what kind of things make us the holiest?’ asked another girl, earnestly taking a red pencil out of her box of Lakeland colouring pencils.


Evie guessed that Sister Boniface was about to start quoting the little red catechism book, showing off as usual how she knew the flaming thing by rote.


‘Well, of course, we can all look to our catechism for clues as to what I’ll be judging you on. Let’s have a go . . . I’ll dive in. What is moral virtue?’ asked the nun. ‘Moral virtue is honesty, justice, purity and self-control. What is cardinal virtue? Cardinal virtue is prudence, justice, fortitude and temperance . . .’


A few keen girls were murmuring along with the nun.


‘Of course, prayerfulness, cleanliness, godliness, are all important. But it’s the girl who can show she’s made a real difference in her behaviour that I will be looking out for. Should I go on, Carol?’


The girl finished scribbling down the nun’s words in an exercise book and looked up.


Another hand shot up.


‘Put your hand down, Marjorie. Might I just say this to you, all the hours you spend mooning over Bing Crosby won’t get you anywhere close to the long dress either. It also won’t get you into heaven, so maybe now’s the time to concentrate on your homework rather than that fella’s dopey blue eyes.’


Marjorie blushed crimson.


Sister Boniface paced slowly between the desks, tucking her hands up her sleeves. ‘This will be more than just daily Mass and saying your prayers, though you can certainly put that down on your list. I won’t say any more because I know you’re a girl with good intuition, Carol,’ she said, widening her eyes, as if to suggest some hidden secret between herself and Carol Connelly. ‘Each day I will choose a different one of you to do certain tasks, the usual: ink monitor, milk monitor, but I will also be asking you to do different things, unexpected things,’ she said mysteriously. ‘And I will be watching you all closely.’


Evie was wondering what exactly godliness was. It sounded vague, something more than just going to church; but she was sure she wasn’t a girl with good intuition, so she didn’t dare ask.


‘Now make an orderly line, and you can come up and look at the dress one at a time. But no touching, no grubby fingers.’


Evie took a shy look down at her fingers. There was dirt under her nails, black smudges on the tips of them. She wiped them on her blue tunic. She could never imagine having something as beautiful as this dress. Her life was full of brutish, drab things: shoes with nails hammered into the heels to make them last, her mother’s hand-me-downs, coal scuttles, tripe, rag-and-bone men, her youngest sister’s croup. She had never even seen a dress like this, let alone touched one or felt such lovely fabric close to her skin. She could never be the one. It would be impossible. And yet . . . and yet . . .


The idea began to take shape in her head. Surely if you were the very worst, you would have more of a hope at standing out if you became the very best? No one else in this class could show a real difference like she would.


‘Stop pushing, girls!’ cried the nun. ‘Really! We don’t want to fall at the first fence, do we? A month, you have. A month to prove to me that you are worthy of the dress. Now, after you pack your bags, make your way to the domestic science lab, where I’ll be waiting for you. Today I will be teaching you how to lay a breakfast table and how to wash and starch an apron. If you want to marry a good husband and keep him, you’ll need to know the essentials. Don’t dilly-dally, girls.’


Evie continued to sit staring out of the window.


‘Evangeline, get a move on! Are you listening? Are you listening to me, Evangeline O’Leary?’


On the walk home to Coghlan Street, Evie’s palms began to prickle with excitement as a wild determination took hold of her. She lived in run-down Sailortown, in the shadow of the docks, with her parents, younger brother and sisters in a small, cramped house midway along a ramshackle terrace. Since the war, these buildings had been regarded as slums designated for demolition by the Corporation.


She poked her hand through the letterbox, groped for the key hanging on the string, and opened the door with it. When she came in, she found her mother sitting at the table. Scattered over the worn oilcloth was a scrappy pile of mismatched white-ish cotton offcuts. The material was no more than a bundle of rags: some pieces frayed, some stained and some with holes in. Evie winced. Her mother raised her head wearily and gave her a brave smile.


‘Hello, love,’ she said.


‘Mammy, put them rags away,’ said Evie, hopping from foot to foot.


Her mother stopped pushing the needle through the rags and looked up at her. ‘Why? I’m making a start on your Crown of the May dress . . .’


‘Good news! Smashing news! Oh Mammy, I’m going to have such a beautiful dress,’ said Evie, her green eyes shining.


Her mother looked at her. ‘Well, I’m doing my best,’ she said. ‘Owen Owen’s department store had a bin day.’


Evie smiled. ‘No, don’t worry about that. Sister Boniface showed us the long dress today. Oh Mammy, you should’ve seen it. I’m going to start praying so hard. I’m going to be so holy. And I’m going to be the one who will be walking up the church aisle wearing that dress.’


Her mother put down the needle. ‘Oh God, I thought they’d stopped all that nonsense. That went out with the ark. It’s 1946!’ A frown played across her face as she rearranged her sewing basket, overflowing with needles and cotton reels, tangled ribbon and bits of elastic.


‘I can do it,’ her daughter said. ‘I can do it, I can be the holiest, I’m sure I can. I just have to become good.’


‘Oh, Angel. You are good. If those nuns knew how you look after me and your brother and sisters, how difficult it has been for us – what with my bad chest, my blasted nerves, your dad and his gammy leg . . .’


‘You have to help me with the catechism,’ Evie babbled on. ‘It’s hard and I’ve tried before and they always give me the medicine when I don’t get it right.’


‘The medicine?’


‘The bitter pill. The whack across my knuckles with the ruler. I hate that awful Sister Hairy Elephant. She’s the one who dishes out the punishment.’


‘Angel, you’re doing it again. It’s Sister Mary Oliphant.’


‘Everyone calls her Sister Hairy Elephant . . .’


‘But not to her face, love . . . You’d think you’d have learned, after the trouble you got into.’


‘Oh, but Mam, you should have seen the dress. It’s so pretty. It’s got flowers, and even a veil with a cross embroidered on it, and a beautiful floaty train. Clotty made it. She’s the only kind one in that place. I’ll look like Olivia de Havilland,’ she said, twirling around the kitchen.


‘Olivia who?’


‘Olivia de Havilland . . . oh, never mind . . .’


‘Sweetheart, how are you going to be the one Sister Boniface chooses over all the others?’


‘I’m going to change,’ Evie said earnestly. ‘They’ll notice me more than anyone. They’ll be so shocked.’


‘Oh, Angel. Sometimes in life it’s better not to have such high expectations, and then you won’t be disappointed . . .’ But Evie shook her head; she didn’t want to hear. It felt so narrow, so limiting.


‘You’re an angel,’ her mother continued gently. ‘Didn’t I name you Evangeline for a reason? Even if everyone else in this house and the whole of Liverpool calls you Evie.’


‘The nuns at school call me Evangeline. And they definitely don’t think I’m an angel,’ Evie said, curling her lip and rolling her eyes.


‘Well, they would if they could see how you’ve looked after me. How you’ve taken care of your dad, and Vic and Sylvie and our Nelly. You deserve that long dress, for sure, but I’m not certain if that’s the kind of goodness they’re talking about. And can you really change? You’ve no hope if you’re still kicking around with Frankie. None of us have recovered from that stunt with the mouse.’


Evie chewed her lip, thinking back to the mayhem when Frankie had slipped his Popeye sweet cigarette box into Evie’s schoolbag. He hadn’t told her there was a mouse inside it, and somehow it had escaped and scampered in and out of the desks. Sister Mary Oliphant had ended up running around the classroom and trying to whack it with a Bible. 	


Putting a finger under Evie’s chin, her mother tilted up her face to meet her eyes. ‘You are the holiest, the most beautiful, with the purest heart, poppet. I’m just not altogether sure the sisters will see it that way.’









Two


The next morning as she set off to school, instead of hopscotching in and out of the gutters and kicking up leaves and stamping in puddles as she and Frankie would normally do on such a drizzly morning, Evie tried to focus her mind on the day ahead. Cleanliness, she said to herself, the nuns insisted it was next to godliness. Normally her loose, straggly red hair would be blowing into her face or pasted to her cheeks by the wind, but today she had styled it in one long plait like everyone at school did. She held her hands under the stirrup pump in the road and, with a twig, scraped the dirt out from under her fingernails. 


It was the thought of the dress that pushed her on. It was just the wretched catechism that she had always struggled with. Who made us? God made us; who is God? God is the infinitely perfect Supreme Being – she could manage that. But when it got to questions like, what is the superabundant satisfaction of the Blessed Mary Virgin and all the saints? – not a cat in hell’s chance. Impossible. Whenever she recited the answers they came out in back-to-front sentences and vague approximations, and usually it ended with her flinging the book across the room in frustration. But this morning she was determined to master at least Part One. As she walked along, she took a small red book out of her jibber pocket and leafed through it. So many pages! Ridiculous. But if others were able to do it . . . well, she wasn’t stupid. She had passed the eleven plus, and she was in the Remove class – ‘removed’ from the rest of the year, because they were considered clever enough to read the Iliad and recite The Rime of the Ancient Mariner – and she had a head for numbers. Sister Mary Clotilda was always telling her so. That’s why she was there, and she often came top of the class in arithmetic tests.


When she arrived at school there was a small huddle at the gates. Some were already lining up in the playground, from where they would go separate ways through the doors marked Boys and Girls.


‘Frankie,’ she said with an earnest expression on her face, ‘I’m going to have to stop playing kick the can. And knock down ginger. In fact, pretty much everything.’


‘Yer what?’ he said, nearly choking on a liquorice shoelace which he had wound round his finger and stuck in his mouth.


‘It won’t be forever,’ she said. ‘Just until May.’


‘Why, what’s happening in May?’ he asked.


‘Nothing,’ she replied. She didn’t want to tell him about the dress. She knew he would only laugh. Boys were like that. ‘But I need you to stop asking me to do stupid things. Like pestering me to knock on people’s doors, and the like.’


‘But you’re my pal,’ he said.


She narrowed her green eyes at him. ‘Just until May,’ she said.	


The first lesson consisted mostly of singing, Sister Dorothy thumping away at an out-of-tune piano and the class belting out ‘O Mary We Crown Thee with Blossoms of May’. Evie enjoyed this lesson because the boys and girls were brought together for an hour and it meant she could be with Frankie. Flipping open her hymn book, she raised her chin and sang gustily. Frankie, sitting at the desk behind her, giggled behind his hand. When he leaned forward and said, ‘Why are you singing in that voice like an air-raid siren?’ she shrugged and decided she wasn’t going to answer. He poked his ruler under his desk so that the sharp edge of it prodded the backs of her legs.


When he still didn’t get a response, he took her long plait, which had by now freed itself from the top of her head, and, laughing, went to dip it into his inkwell.


When the hymn came to an end, Evie twisted round in her seat and snatched back her plait with a yelp. ‘Give over, Frankie – I told you!’


‘What’s going on back there?’ asked Sister Boniface testily, sweeping into the classroom at just the wrong moment. Evie’s cheeks flamed. ‘What are you two talking about?’ A ripple of excitement went round the room.


‘I’m waiting for an answer.’


‘Nothing,’ said Evie.


The nun narrowed her eyes. ‘Frankie O’Hare, wipe that smile off your face. And you, Evangeline O’Leary. Stand up.’ Evie pursed her lips and threw a black look at Frankie. She always knew she was in trouble when she was called by her full name. Evangeline O’Leary.


‘If it’s so interesting, so scintillating a conversation that you’re having, perhaps you would like to share it with the rest of the class. Go on.’


Evie blushed. ‘Sister, I was telling him I’m going to be good.’


‘Were you now?’ said the nun.


Why did Sister Boniface always have to shame her? thought Evie. The other nuns were bearable, some even quite kind – but this one! She felt embarrassment flaming up in her and burning her cheeks. The sister turned to the class. ‘So, everyone. Do we think Evangeline can change her ways?’


She felt her hands sweating.


‘Please, Sister, I—’


‘Be quiet. Come up here. Tell me, what have you been doing to make me change my mind about you, Evangeline?’


Evie faltered. She made the long, slow walk to the front of the class from the back row.


‘Pull up your socks,’ said the nun, wrinkling her nose in disgust.


As Evie bent to tug the drooping socks, she thought that if only she could tell her about putting her mother to bed every night, bringing her meals every day, trying to tame her brother, giving up food so her little sisters wouldn’t go hungry. But she couldn’t. Not in front of the class. She stood up, pulled back her shoulders. ‘Sister, I’ve been learning the catechism,’ she said.


The nun raised an eyebrow. ‘Let’s hear it, then.’


Evie felt herself sweating. Why did she have to bring up the flipping red book again? The trickle of moisture pooling in the nape of her neck began to dribble down her back. And she couldn’t even think what the first prayer was. She tried to visualize the words on the page, screwed up her eyes and pressed her fingers to her temples as she made an attempt to remember what they looked like, but it was as if they were swimming in front of her.


‘Go on,’ said the sister. ‘I’ll give you an easy one to start off with. What must we do to gain the happiness of heaven? We’re waiting.’ She was making an elaborate show of rearranging the crucifix around her neck in the valley between the two mounds that were her huge bosoms.


‘To gain the happiness of heaven . . .’ she mumbled.


‘Go on. We haven’t got all day.’


‘To gain the happiness of heaven . . . we should . . .’


‘Not let Frankie O’Hare put his filthy hands up your jumper . . .’ Mary whispered to Carol Connelly, and giggled.


The sister sighed and took out a Parker fountain pen, unscrewed it, and idly squeezed ink from it onto a piece of blotting paper.


‘Sister, I can’t remember,’ stuttered Evie.


‘Any of you?’ Sister Boniface asked, interrupting her task with the pen. The girl at the front desk, the one who was crazy about Bing Crosby, shot her hand up in the air.


Evie’s eyes were swollen with tears now. She felt her lip trembling. She had barely even begun and she had proved herself to be a useless failure.


She turned to the nun. ‘Sister, can I please try again?’


‘No, you can’t try again. Go back to your seat,’ snapped the sister. ‘Now, whose turn is it to be milk monitor this week?’


‘Milk monitor, I’ll do it!’ Evie said desperately. ‘And ink monitor! Book monitor, I can do that as well! And the registers!’


‘My, we are keen, Evangeline. Very well. I’ll give you one more chance. Let’s see if we do any better. You can start with the milk,’ Sister Boniface barked.


Evie found Sister Boniface in the courtyard waiting with the milk crates, the bottles already at risk of turning sour in the morning sunshine. She lugged one into the classroom and handed the third-of-a-pint bottles round the class. How could so many greedily slug down the whole lot through straws in one go, when she found it so disgusting? The smell of milk on the turn filled the room as everyone drank it, the sound of slurping and satisfied burping making Evie’s stomach churn. Sticking her straw into the silver foil top, wrinkling her nose, she saw the sister scrutinizing her from the corner of her eye. Today she would have to drink it. She went back to her desk and raised the bottle to her lips, sucked the straw, and straight away, she felt it repeat on her as she tried to swallow it down. She screwed up her eyes – it was sickly and revolting and she felt herself retch with each mouthful, but she was being watched and she was determined to do it.


‘Drink it, Evangeline,’ said the nun. ‘Our government fought bitterly for every impoverished child like you to have the gift of this milk and you’re turning your nose up at it? How ungrateful. I hope we’re not going to be pouring it down the sink like I caught you doing last time?’


Evie shook her head.


After draining the bottle, she went round the class collecting the empties, put them back in the crate, and took it outside. Sister Boniface followed her into the corridor. ‘Sister,’ she said quietly in a low voice, bobbing in a curtsey. ‘My mother is very sick. The doctor says she has emphysema. On top of her nerves. I was hoping, well . . . it would make her so proud if I . . . if, if . . .’


‘The dress is an honour you have to earn. There’s no place for sentiment.’ The nun turned her back and began rearranging the plastic daffodils that stood in a vase on a bookshelf. It was a dismissive gesture, cold and unfeeling. ‘Evangeline O’Leary, I know all about you and I know all about your family. And believe me, I’m very sorry, but we really don’t want to hear the sob story. Offer it up to God, why don’t you? As penance for all the headaches you give us teachers. There’s plenty others who are in the same boat. Theresa O’Dowd lost her parents and her two sisters in the Durning bomb; Kathleen Walshe’s brother came back from the war with half his face off. But you lot? The O’Learys? You’re all still alive and breathing, aren’t you?’


Rage coursed through Evie’s veins. Barely, she wanted to yell. My brother and sisters are starving and stick-thin as beetles, my hapless da can’t seem to hold down any kind of job, my mother isn’t right in the head. And God knows when the gossip is going to stop about what she got up to with Luigi Galinari whilst me da was away fighting in Africa. ‘At it like knives’ were the horrible words Evie had heard whispered behind doors, and it still hurt to think of it. Instead she blurted out, ‘But that’s not fair!’


‘Life isn’t fair, Evangeline O’Leary,’ the nun replied. ‘You’re nothing more than a carroty nuisance. You’ve your head in the clouds, all right, if you think you will be the one wearing the long dress,’ she added pityingly. ‘Now go and tidy up the books and do the ink.’


Tears stabbed Evie’s eyes. A carroty nuisance? What a horrible thing to call her. Her mother said her red hair made her rare and radiant, but maybe Sister Boniface was right. Treading carefully across the zig-zagging blocks of the polished oak parquet floor, she went back into the classroom. Her next task was to pick up the books on the desks and put them in alphabetical order on the shelves. As she did it, she felt the familiar surge of frustration and sadness – which grew even stronger when she glanced at the dress, still hanging on the blackboard.	


She rearranged the wooden-handled dipping pens into the jars. Then she tipped the ink powder into the jug with a long metal spout, filled it with water from the sink in the corner of the room, and stirred it with a spoon. Pouring the blue-black ink into the white porcelain inkwells, which were sitting on a tray, she then took the inkwells and put one into the ink hole of each desk. Those lucky ones who had their own bottle of Quink, she didn’t have to do. There was one desk with a blue fountain pen lying in the groove across the top.


Afterwards, Evie wasn’t quite sure how it happened; maybe it was the bell that surprised her. But as she turned back from placing ink into the first row of desks, the entire tray of inkwells and the jug of ink somehow tumbled off the desk where she had placed them and clattered to the floor.


She gasped. At first she could only watch as the pool of blue ink spread across the floor and started dribbling between the floorboards. As if that wasn’t bad enough, when she ran and snatched paper towels from the sink, she saw to her horror that a few tiny spots of blue ink had splattered onto the pristine white gauze of the dress that hung on the blackboard. How? It was feet away!


Evie felt a deathly shiver go up her spine. Panic took over her body: her breath quickened, her heart raced. She could feel her legs shaking and wobbling underneath her, and a sickness rose to her throat; she thought, what have I done? In a blind frenzy, she took the dress off the hanger and rushed back over to the sink in the corner of the room, which was surrounded by pots of congealing paint in plastic cups with lids on, brushes stuck in a hole in the top. She began to run a tap, shoved the dress under it. But when the water touched them, the tiny blue ink spots transformed into a hideous, cauliflower-sized blue stain. It looked like a map of Africa.


Evie screwed up the dress, bundled it under her jumper, and hurtled out of the room and down the corridor. Where she was going, what she was going to do next, she had no idea, and there was still blue ink all over the floor. She had left the scene of the crime, but the evidence rendered the whole running away exercise entirely pointless. Guilty, said the blue footprints – guilty, said her blue fingertips – guilty, said the blue smudge across her cheek. Panting, she glanced back over her shoulder when she reached the end of the nuns’ corridor that led to the chapel. Praying that no one had seen her, she pressed herself back into the alcove. But all hope died as she heard the sound of soft, rhythmic footsteps, those rubber soles squeaking across the wooden floor. Often the sisters seemed to walk in pairs, heavy feet moving together, their habits swishing, wooden crucifixes and keys hanging from their belts and bumping against their thighs beneath starched underskirts.


‘Evangeline O’Leary, come out from there,’ said Sister Boniface. ‘I would recognize that head of hair anywhere.’


But when she stepped out from the deep alcove and they came face to face, she was surprised to see that Sister Boniface was grinning. ‘God alive, you’ve a blue nose!’ she cried. ‘Why do you have a blue nose? Bright blue, it is! Will you look at her blue nose, Sister Mary Clotilda! That’s hilarious . . . Wait ’til I tell the other sisters!’


Tears welled in Evie’s eyes. Sister Boniface was still laughing, her face crinkling and creasing, but then suddenly the nun wore a very different expression. ‘Wait!’ she cried. Evie froze. ‘What in the name of Our Lord Jesus are you hiding under your jumper? Show me!’


How quickly could a person’s expression turn from laughter to fury? As Evie unfurled the bundle of lace, gauze and chiffon with the monstrous stain on it, she thought: that’s it, no long dress now. Her mother would just have to go back to sewing the shabby offcuts with her gaping stitches. Evie would have to line up with all the others at the Crowning of the May ceremony looking like she was an orphan, and shrug it off as if it didn’t matter to her.


She only wondered why it took so long to feel the short, sharp crack across the top of her head and the hand gripping her under the elbow, sharp fingernails sinking into her flesh and twisting. She cried out, clutched her hand to the top of her head. The dress fell to the floor. And there were no words.


‘You did that deliberately!’ The nun’s face was swollen with rage, her eyes bulging out of their sockets.


‘No, I didn’t! It was an accident . . .’


‘You did that deliberately because you’re a bitter, jealous, spiteful girl! You’ve got a devilish streak in you, all right. More fool me for trusting you!’


‘Cross my heart and hope to die, it was an accident. On my mammy’s life!’ Evie was beseeching, desperate, entreating the nun to believe her.


‘God is watching you, Evangeline O’Leary. God sees every little thing you do. And I mean everything,’ Sister Boniface sneered. ‘You’ve ruined the Crowning of the May for everyone. Now get out of my sight – and don’t let me ever see you again.’


She gathered the dress into her arms and swept off – but Clotty just stood there, tears brimming in her eyes. She seemed as upset as Evie. ‘Oh, Evie,’ she said. Her hand was trembling as she reached out to touch the young girl’s arm. ‘Oh, Evie, darling. What on earth have you done?’









Three


When Evie arrived home, her mother knew immediately that she had been crying. ‘Oh, love,’ she said. ‘What’s the matter?’	


‘I hate Sister Boniface,’ cried Evie.


‘What’s happened? What have you done now?’ said her mother.


Evie looked away, gazed into the distance, collected her thoughts and willed herself not to cry. She shrugged.


‘I’m not sodding going to the Crowning of the May,’ she said, turning her face to the wall and kicking at the skirting board.


‘Of course you are. There’s no need for that kind of language,’ said her mother. ‘It’s a grand day. Everyone goes. You’ll love it. And the party afterwards is in the nuns’ garden. You wouldn’t want to miss that. All the lovely jam sandwiches and cake. Strawberry meringues they had last year. Imagine. Come on. I need to pin this on you.’


Evie’s eyes filled with tears as she viewed the dress her mother had attempted to make out of scraps. The stitches gaped; there was a patch over one of the seams. Her mother had tried her best, but it was still awful.


‘I don’t want to go,’ said Evie.


Her mother stood, preparing to tell Evie to stop being so melodramatic, but then suddenly clutched at her side, wincing. Evie reached out to steady her, took her sagging arm and sat her back down in the wooden rocking chair in front of the range, rearranging the crocheted blanket over her knees. ‘Should I get you a hot drink, Ma?’


‘I need a hot toddy,’ she said. ‘There’s milk in the jug, just a little splash of whiskey. That’ll do the job.’ Evie hesitated. ‘Don’t you start,’ said her mother.


Evie saw that her mother’s hand was shaking. She wished her father would come through the door with Victor, her brother. They had gone down to Paddy’s market, where they had a stall selling the bits of coal that Victor would collect after they fell off the delivery carts. Her dad would know what to do. He had only told her the day before that if her mother asked for a drink again, she should refuse and fetch him immediately. But that would only lead to another row, which would lead to another fight, and what was the point of that?


Unscrewing the top of the whiskey bottle, she slopped in the bronze liquid and handed the glass to her mother.


‘You’re such a good girl, sweetheart,’ said her mother, reaching out and placing her palm flat on Evie’s cheek. ‘I don’t deserve you. And you’re such a beautiful girl. The boys will go mad for you soon. You don’t know it, but you are, my love.’


She raised the glass to her mouth, let out a satisfied sigh after taking a gulp of the liquid, and waited for the fuzzy veil of drink to make the pain go away. When she finished the drink her head lolled back in the chair, and she closed her hollowed-out eyes. Evie rearranged the cushion and kissed her lightly on the top of her forehead, but just as she was about to leave her, her mother squinted and sat up. ‘Angel, your nose is blue. Don’t you look funny? Why d’you have a blue nose?’ she murmured.


‘The Corporation have sent me,’ Sister Mary Clotilda said the following week, after Evie had successfully dodged school for several days.


The sister was standing on the front doorstep, talking to Evie’s mother; Evie could see her through the parlour window, and she could hear their voices. ‘They take a very dim view of children who truant, Mrs O’Leary. Too much school missed in the war. We have new rules now. They’re doing great things for families like yours. Malt and cod liver oil. Free school dinners. Milk. Nit nurses. Big changes. All for the good . . .’


‘It’s food we need in this house. I have to fill my four kids from the ankles up, not just the stomach. Bales of food, we need here, Sister.’


‘I’ll see what I can do. Can I speak to Evie?’


‘She’s not here.’


‘Oh, but she is, Josephine. I can see her,’ said Sister Mary Clotilda.


Evie moved away from the curtain.


Her mother faltered. ‘Angel!’ she called.


Evie appeared, a little sheepish and embarrassed that her mother had lied to a nun.


‘Hello, dear,’ said Sister Mary Clotilda. ‘We need you to come back to school, Evie. There’s a good girl.’


‘But the dress,’ said Evie, falteringly.


‘Tch,’ Clotty said. ‘It’s only a dress. It was just the outer skirt that was ruined. I’ve sorted it out with a few stitches and a new piece of tulle. It’s good as new,’ she lied. ‘Come on, now. You should be in school.’


It occurred to Evie how young Clotty was – maybe even pretty, under that habit.


‘Sister Boniface won’t want me to come back . . .’


‘Nonsense. She’s got other things to worry about. And like I said, Sister has to answer to the government now. She can’t sit around all day listening to her Bing Crosby records anymore. Too-ra-loo-ra-lie-ing all the hours God sends.’ She winked at Evie, whose eyes widened. ‘Just between you and me, Evie. Will I tell her you’ll be in tomorrow?’ she said kindly.


The following day, when she returned to school, she met Frankie in the passage. He was excited to hear the story of the dress and the blue ink direct from his friend.


‘Eh, Evie, everyone’s jangling about it!’ Evie blushed. ‘Don’t be shy about it. Everyone hates old Bony Face.’


In choir practice, which they were preparing for the May Crowning, Sister Mary Oliphant, who loved pointing her stick as she conducted the class, gestured towards a boy at the front. ‘You! Desmond Costello,’ she cried. ‘Stand up! You’re singing out of tune! At the end of this stick is an idiot!’


‘Which end?’ whispered Evie to Frankie, and they giggled together behind their hands.


‘And you two! Wipe those smiles off your face!’ the nun snapped. As Evie fought more laughter bubbling up inside her, she realized that she was actually glad to be back.


May was fast approaching, and Evie managed to keep out of the way of Sister Boniface. The day arrived before she knew it. Morning sun burst through the smeared windowpane and into the small room she shared with seven-year-old Victor. He was lying on the bed playing with a wooden train, pushing it up the wall. When Evie opened the window, she could hear the soft and distant bell signalling morning Mass.


She went downstairs, feeling a little sick. The dress her mother had made her was lying on the floor in a crumpled heap. They would be going, ashamed and penniless, and once again her heart sank. Thank God her mother wouldn’t be there; she was too ill. At least she wouldn’t see the looks Evie would get when everyone saw her in a dress made from old hand-me-downs.


‘Sweetheart,’ said her mother. ‘Close your eyes . . .’


Evie frowned. She shut her eyes tight.


‘Now turn round, and open them.’


Evie shuffled round. When she opened her eyes, she gasped.


‘Ta-dah!’ said her mother, as she produced with a flourish a brand-new white dress, all clean lines. ‘Do you like it?’ she asked. There was a pair of white satin shoes held between two fingers of her other hand.


‘Mammy . . . it is beautiful.’ But as she looked, a worried frown played across Evie’s face. This dress was not made from old offcuts – this dress had been bought from a shop. ‘I don’t understand, though. Where did you get it? How did you get it?’ For a second, she faltered.


‘Never mind that,’ replied her mother. ‘Go and put it on and show your father.’


Evie nodded. She went upstairs with the dress, pushed her arms into the sleeves and pulled it over her head.


‘Mam?’ she said, when she reappeared in the parlour.


‘Oh, you look so gorgeous,’ gasped her mother. ‘I’m so sorry I can’t go – I’m sorry I won’t be there to see you.’ Then she knelt, grasped Evie’s wrists and said seriously, ‘Always remember that I love you.’


Evie smiled bravely. Part of her was struck by the oddness of the way her mother had spoken, so solemnly and strangely; but part of her was relieved. Though she felt ashamed to admit it to herself, she wouldn’t have wanted her mother hobbling in with a stick, everyone staring and feeling sorry for her. ‘Da will tell me all about it,’ her mother said, returning the smile.


Her father came in with Victor and Evie’s little sisters, Nelly, five, and Sylvie, who was six. They hopped around her excitedly. They had on their Sunday best; Victor was even wearing a bow tie his father had lent him. Sylvie was in a simple cream smock dress and Nelly was wearing her best summer white frock, which Evie recognized as once having been her own.


‘Look at our socks!’ said Sylvie, plonking her foot onto the table to show off the pretty frills their mother had sewn around the tops of them.


‘You look like a princess, Evie,’ said Nelly.


Evie smiled. But then she saw a look pass between her mother and father.


‘Don’t,’ said her mother. ‘Don’t, Bill . . .’


And as the girls crowded round Evie and they stepped out in the hallway, she heard her mother say, ‘You go ahead. I don’t want to them to see me crying. They will only accuse me of being drunk.’


She arrived just in time to meet Frankie on the church steps. Looking around, Evie thought how astonishing all the girls looked: beautiful in their diaphanous veils and white lace gloves, clutching their prayer books. The effect was all the more striking in the summer sunshine, with the white ribbons fluttering in the breeze – it took her breath away. Even she, with her copper hair showing up gold and red in the sun and her white stockings, looked as if she was not a real person, but a shimmering angel.


She linked arms with Frankie, and they were joined by others from St Aloysius School. All the time, Frankie and Evie talked and whispered. ‘Have you seen the Queen of the May? It’s that sixth-form prefect with the turned-up nose who wears all those bloody badges on her cardi. She’s wearing a pointy bra, you can see the shape of it through that dress.’ said Frankie. They laughed too, as they made their way into the church, at Eunice, who was wearing a dress that Evie said made her look like a blancmange. Not surprisingly, Carol Connelly had been chosen to wear the long dress and given the much-coveted job of holding the Queen of the May’s train.


‘What a stitch-up,’ said Evie. Carol had on red lipstick and painted nails, and was looking ‘right hoity-toity’, as Frankie said. All the girls were dressed all in white – white shoes, white ribbons, little white crocheted cardigans, white floating gauze veils. The boys wore suits and smart polished shoes, and red ties. Some wore little waistcoats and jackets, and hair that was usually wild and unkempt had been stuck to their scalps with Brylcreem.


‘Look at Des! His ma’s made him wear shorts! State of his big hairy knees. And that sailor suit! With a stupid ribbon tied in a bow!’


‘Say that to me face!’ Des cried, twisting round in the pew.


Evie turned abruptly away, giggling into her white lace gloves.


When the big moment came to crown the statue of Our Lady, the Queen of the May, with Carol Connelly fussing about straightening her long lace train, moved imperiously towards the altar, stood on a high stool and reached up to place the beautiful crown of flowers on the statue’s head.


‘Crown’s wonky,’ giggled Frankie, causing Carol Connelly to turn around and look at him sharply, forgetting that she was still holding the train, and that the train was still firmly attached to the Queen of the May’s head. There was a gasp as the stool wobbled, teetering somewhere between heaven and hell, before the May Queen lost her balance entirely and shrieked ‘Feck me! Carol, you clot!’, as she fell backwards, and toppled into an ungainly heap.


Going up to the altar for communion, Evie joined her hands and winked at Frankie. Kneeling at the altar rails, she poked out her pink tongue. The priest’s fat fingers came towards her holding the communion host; the wafer stuck to the roof of her mouth. Using her tongue to peel it off, she reflected that it wasn’t much like bread at all, despite all those hymns about the Bread of Heaven. It was more like the texture of the flying saucers from the sweetshop that she so loved, but without the sugary taste.


She stood up from the polished brass altar rail, smoothed down her dress and, with her head held high, swished past Sister Boniface.


The Mass had been calm, and most had been well behaved. They had all walked into the church quietly and reverently, in pairs, but as soon as they came out into the sunshine and went through the small gate into the nuns’ garden, seeing the trestle tables laid out on the lawn with the holy breakfast of a feast of jam sandwiches, peanut butter sandwiches, butterfly cakes and jugs of orange squash, the pent-up energy flew off each one of them like sparks of electricity. They watched, fidgeting and slavering, as they were ordered first to stand under the magnolia tree to take a photograph with Father Donnelly, then to join hands as he led them to say grace. They had barely finished the sign of the cross before Evie grabbed a peanut butter sandwich, stuffing it into her mouth. She enjoyed the texture and the crunching sensation between her teeth, savouring the taste. She had heard so much talk of the GIs bringing this stuff over here during the war, but this was the first time she had tried it, and it was strange and delicious.


When every morsel was finished and the mothers had finished pouring out jugs of orange squash, they were allowed to charge around the garden. They played Tick and British Bulldog; Frankie and Evie were chosen to be the bulldogs. As everyone tried to run from the wall at one end of the garden to the row of green beans at the other, with Frankie and Evie grabbing and everyone screeching and yelping, Sister Boniface ran over in a fury. She told them that she was banning it – ‘Eejits, you’d think you were babbies, not teenagers! Look at the state of you all, with grass stains all over your white clothes!’ – and just then, Evie got kicked and rolled over clutching her shin and screaming. ‘Not another injury from this blessed stupid game,’ cried the sister. She ordered them to play Grandmother’s Footsteps instead, which was boring; the whole point of British Bulldog, as Frankie said to Des, was that you could cop a feel of the girls if you were lucky. Instead, one of the boys found a football in the church shed and smashed it across the wall, and that was the end of that. ‘Five Glory Be’s, and off you all go!’ yelled Sister Boniface.


When Evie arrived home, the house seemed oddly silent. ‘Mammy!’ she called, running from room to room. ‘Look what I’ve got. Peanut butter sandwiches! Clotty gave me the jar and there’s some left! I kept some for you! Mam!’ She heard a sound from above, and ran up the stairs two at a time.


But it wasn’t her mother. It was Linda from next door, standing on the landing looking pale and wan and clutching a set of rosary beads – the white pearl rosary beads with the silver crucifix that Clotty had left as a present for Evie. Linda wore an expression of such distress and sadness that Evie stopped short, alarmed.


‘Is something wrong?’ she asked.	


Her father just shook his head.


‘Oh, Evie . . .’


‘Where’s Mam?’


‘Gone,’ he said sadly.


Evie gulped air.


‘Will she come back?’ she asked plaintively.


‘Not this time, love.’


‘Wait, I don’t understand. Is she dead, or has she just gone off and left us?’


‘She’s gone to . . . a better place. Took her last breath right there in that rocking chair,’ Linda said. There was something about the way she kept looking shiftily at Da that made Evie suspicious; but her father seemed unable to say another word.


Downstairs Clotty, who had just arrived, was standing breathless at the door with her arms full of leftover food. She had seen Vic in the street earlier, angrily kicking a wall, and had known straight away that something must be wrong. Now she stepped in and went up the stairs, kneeling down to take Evie’s hand. Holding it tightly, she spoke into the girl’s tear-stained face, telling her that she was a child and some things in an adult’s world were impossible to understand. Evie fixed her with a hard, dead stare. She knew her mother wasn’t dead, and she prayed that Clotty would have the good sense to know that this wasn’t the time to talk about Jesus.


When Sylvie started wailing, her father finally lost his temper and grunted that they would all just have to bear it. Sylvie stamped her foot and said that she couldn’t, she wouldn’t. If her mother was dead, why couldn’t she see her? Meanwhile, Nelly stood with a thumb in her mouth, scuffing her white shoes against the wall. She had a pear drop bulging in one cheek and occasionally took it out of her mouth, regarded it gravely, then put it back.


‘Is Mammy really dead?’ she asked, twisting a ringlet of blonde hair round and round her finger.


‘Shut up, Nell. Have another pear drop.’


Someone suddenly remarked that the children were too young for the funeral, so Evie would have to stay and look after them. But the oddness of that being said now, along with the looks that passed between Clotty and her father, only made Evie all the more certain that her mother’s ‘death’ was purely imaginary, a way to hide the inconvenient truth of their abandonment. The lie was already stitching in and out of the family in a hopeless effort to stop it fraying around the edges.


‘Take them upstairs to bed,’ said Evie’s father. So that was what she did. That night, and every night afterwards.


In the days that followed, everyone said how marvellous Evie was at accepting the situation, but she wasn’t really accepting it. She was just covering up the gaping wound caused by her mother leaving, and everyone around her lying about it. She folded her sadness away deep inside herself, where it remained an open wound, an injury that the slightest trial or tribulation had her picking at just when it started to heal, until she began to bleed again. What is moral virtue? Moral virtue is honesty, justice, purity and self-control. Not when it came to her mother – the words came back to her from nowhere, seared into her brain forever.


Just like the empty wardrobe, with the bare hangers swinging gently when she flung open the door. Or the empty drawers: one by one she had pulled them all out, and each one told the same story. And just like the letter that Clotty pressed into her hand a few weeks later, when she stood waiting for her on the school steps at the end of the day.


‘Read it when you get home. It’s only right you should know. Your father gave it to me to destroy and I swore on Jesus’ name I would, but on this occasion God will forgive me. Please don’t tell him I have given it to you. Remember, Evie, your mother leaving has everything to do with her and nothing to do with you. Oh – and best not to say anything to your sisters and brother just yet. The time will come soon enough.’


Sitting on a low wall around the corner from the school, with her slender hands trembling like feathers, Evie pieced together on her lap the sheet of paper that had been torn into halves and quarters.


Dear Angel,


This letter is very hard for me to write because I keep crying, knowing I can’t be there to comfort you when you read it. But I need you to be strong and sturdy as an oak for your brother and sisters. The reason I have gone is not because I don’t love you, it’s that I can’t think what else I can do. I can’t stay at Coghlan Street, and I can’t stay anywhere else in Liverpool either as I have your father’s pride to think of. The gossips in this town would kill us all. I am so tired. Life is so hard and every time it has hit me and I have struggled to my feet, it has hit me back twenty times harder. But just because I can’t fight anymore, doesn’t mean it should defeat you. Decide to fight back. And never forget I love you and Vic and Sylv and Nell with every single tear I weep and every tiny piece of my broken heart,


Your Ma


Evie raised her head to the watery sky and blinked away the hurt. She had known from the very first moment that her mother wasn’t dead, even if she knew better than to challenge the lies the grown-ups were telling. There was a story that had been spoken of before, in low, indistinct voices: of a distant cousin in Ireland, of her mam’s nerves, of the drink, of a fella who thought he was the bee’s knees. And how, if it wasn’t for the kiddies, oh, if it wasn’t for the kiddies . . . But even that hadn’t been able to keep her this time.









Four


Spring, 1949


Evie sat in front of the range and allowed the heat to warm her face. She removed a brick from beside the coal scuttle, threw it into the fire and waited until it became hot. Then, after a few minutes, using the blackened tongs, she took the brick out and let it sit cooling on a piece of brown paper she had placed on the stone hearth. When it was cool enough to touch, she wrapped the brown paper round it, tied it with a piece of string and went upstairs to give it to her father. It was sooty and sharp-edged, but they couldn’t afford hot water bottles, no one around here could, and the brick did the job just as well.


‘Here you are, Da,’ she said.


He took it from her.


‘Ta, Evie,’ he said, putting it under the bedclothes to warm his feet on it.


‘It won’t be long before the kiddies are up,’ she said. ‘But that’ll keep you warm for a little while . . . I’ve made you tea.’


‘Hope you didn’t drown the pot.’


The ice on the inside of the windows looked beautiful, making spectacular and intricate patterns across the cracked pane of glass.


‘Stop daydreaming, love,’ said her father. ‘You’ll be late . . . Now get off. Be a good girl . . .’ She was the only one in the house working at Tate & Lyle now, since her dad had been sacked.


Outside, the pavements and the cobbled streets that took her down to the Dock Road had completely frozen. She had to step carefully to avoid slipping. Steam rose from the river Mersey as Liverpool waited for a watery sun to rise this cold March morning. Around the factory, it felt quieter than usual. Stanley let her in, keys jangling from his belt, along with the other five or six young women whom she met on the way: Mavis, Edna, Celia, Krysia, all of them just like she was, wearing colourful checked shirts and matching turbans, and the regulation rough and scratchy, ugly navy-blue overalls. Mavis was yawning. Edna was puffing on a cigarette.


‘Cold this morning,’ said Celia. ‘Supposed to be spring.’


‘Aye. Cold as a witch’s tit,’ said Stanley. His breath hung on the freezing air.


‘No need for that,’ said Edna. ‘Evie’s only a lass.’ Edna was a few years older than the others, who were in their early twenties, much older than Evie. She had a protective streak in her. ‘If I was your ma, Stan, I’d tell you to wash your mouth out with soap.’


‘Well you’re not, thank God,’ replied Stan.


They were each handed a brush as they entered.


‘Start sweeping the far end,’ said Stan. It was still dark, but with a finger of light sloping in from the skylight above. The floor of the factory glistened an eerie white, like the frost on the window at home. The foreman snapped on the banks of factory lights: one, two, three. Evie blinked away the icy glare to readjust to the hard brightness. She could feel particles of sugar crunching under her feet as she walked across the floor.


‘I’ll do this row, you do the next,’ said Mavis.


Evie began sweeping. She knew she had to do it well and cut no corners. Stanley Mulhearn had let her have this job because he’d felt sorry for her. Such a bright girl, he had said, shame, having to leave school to earn money for the family; and as if that wasn’t bad enough, now her stupid father had been sacked for stealing a few wraps of sugar. The swish of the brush moving rhythmically across the floor was hypnotic. The electric lights fizzed and buzzed. You could taste the sugar in the air, taste the sweetness on your lips. When you licked your fingers, they tasted sweet as well. Evie knew that when she went home, it would have got into her pores and the cracks and dimples of her skin. She would sweat sugar, and it would sit on her eyelashes like snow.


The dustpan on a long handle collected the granules, which then had to be tipped into a large keg. It was only a fine dusting, but when you swept it up, piles of it heaped up in the corners and against the skirting boards – small mounds of white. Every last bit of the sugar would be collected and crushed to form sticky molasses. Nothing was wasted here. The foreman would see about that. Nothing was wasted and nothing was nicked, not even a single granule. He was ruthless. Smuggling anything out of this place was virtually impossible. All bags were rigorously checked at the end of each day for contraband – which was how her father had been caught.


Evie could see the throng of people through the glass in the door waiting to come through. A few had already made their way inside and started working at their stations.


Evie smiled and watched as a tanker rumbled through the gates and two young boys chased after it. She knew what they were up to. As it slowed to halt and its engine idled, they were hoping everyone would be too busy getting inside and starting the machines to notice when one of them ran forward and opened the tap at the back. Molasses spilled out. The boys yelped with excitement as they stuck their hands under the flow, licked their fingers and then ran off, leaving the tanker trailing a trickle of the sticky brown substance. A pack of dogs appeared from nowhere, sniffing and licking up the sweet liquid from the cobbles.


‘Oi! Oi! Git!’ cried Stanley, racing out into the yard and running after the boys. ‘Bloody crown yer thieving tykes!’ he said, collaring one of them.


Evie leaned on her broom and smiled as she watched everyone laughing and jeering. Fisticuffs were breaking out between Stanley and the skinny boy, whom he had caught by hooking a finger under his pullover and was now triumphantly holding off the ground by the scruff of his neck. The boy was kicking and screaming.


‘Now scarper, and don’t let me see your snotty face again, lad.’ He threw the boy down onto the cobbles, watching as he dusted himself off and ran away licking his fingers.


‘Eh, Evie, guess who’ve we got starting here next week? Frankie O’Hare,’ said Edna as she swept by. Her wooden broom lifted a cloud of dirt. ‘Hey, Ivy, can you spray the floor! This is getting to my chest,’ she cried. Ivy came over with a bottle and pumped water onto the floor so that the moisture would prevent the particles of dusty sugar rising into the air.


‘Frankie?’ said Evie, stopping in her tracks.


‘They might put him on the cradle.’


‘That’s dangerous work, that is,’ said Ivy.


‘Yeah, but well paid. And they’re good on safety checks here,’ said Edna.


‘You’d still have to be a fool to want to do it.’


That’s about right, thought Evie.


She spent the rest of the morning on the sewing machines, stitching the large hessian bags. Later, during their first break, she and Edna sat at a long trestle table, drinking steaming cups of tea. The mugs they nursed against their cheeks were fashioned out of Golden Syrup tins. Evie felt Edna slide along the bench to move closer to her.


‘What’s the matter, Evie? You seem gloomy,’ she said.


‘I’m all right,’ she said, pushing away the tea, turning down the offer of the heel of loaf smeared with treacle that Edna had stuck in front of her. Getting their hands on treacle during rationing had been one of the perks of working at Tate’s during the war, and this was still a treat four years on, not available to most.


‘No you’re not,’ said Edna, hands cupped round her tin mug for comfort, feeling it warm against her palms. She squinted at Evie. ‘When I mentioned Frankie’s name, you blushed. And I saw you with him the other day, coming out of the Luxe picture house. He take you to see the new flick? Youth Runs Wild? He find you a couple of seats on the back row? Hope you stood up for the National Anthem, or were you too busy kissing?’


Evie flinched. ‘No. Not me . . .’


‘Don’t worry, I won’t tell your da,’ Edna winked, and grinned. ‘But don’t do anything stupid with him, Evie. I mean, in the bedroom department.’ She paused. ‘Oh, please tell me you haven’t already . . .’


Evie blushed.


‘You’re seeing him. I know you are . . . He’s a right Jack-the-lad. And pretty handsy, I’d say. Take my advice, love. Treat ’em mean, keep ’em keen, Evie. Don’t give him a full English fry-up when he’d be grateful for a soft-boiled egg and soldiers. Evie . . . Evie? What? Are you all right? Say something . . .’


‘I’m not seeing him. You must have mistaken me for someone else. I’m not stupid, Edna. We used to run around together when we were kids, but not now.’


Stanley appeared and sat on the table behind them with a plate of tripe, demanding to know what Evie and Edna were still doing there sipping tea instead of working at their stations on the factory floor.


‘Chin up,’ said Edna, instinctively grasping her hand and squeezing gently. ‘Someone has to say it. I feel like your ma would want me to warn you about Frankie. You’re so young, love.’


Evie looked at Edna with large, doleful green eyes, gave a half-smile. She was still grateful for the chance to hear the words ‘your ma’ said out loud, whatever the circumstances. ‘Is everything all right at home?’ asked Edna.


‘I suppose,’ she replied. ‘I’m the ma in our house now. And I’m like me da’s wife sometimes, the chores I do for him, the way he speaks to me . . .’


Soon after her mother left had come another subtle difference in their relationship that she had dumbly accepted – being responsible for her siblings’ happiness. Only that morning, Victor had wandered in and asked her whether it was true that their mother had gone off with one of them three fellas.


‘Three fellas?’ Evie had asked.


‘Luigi, Gal and Harry,’ he had said.


‘Oh, Vic,’ she’d replied. ‘Who told you that?’


‘No one. I heard Da talking about it. I knew Ma dying was a lie, anyway. I remember those arguments they had when Da came back from war, and that time he threw a shoe at her and asked her how long she had been carrying on behind his back. I know she left us to be with one of those three fellas.’
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