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About the Book

When Dana and Caitlin meet by chance on the ferry from Ireland, they tell each other that they are simply going to search for work, but they soon realise they have more than that in common. They are both in search of new lives in Liverpool, leaving their secrets behind in Ireland. Dana is ambitious and resourceful, however, and when the opportunity comes to own their own tearoom she persuades her friend to join her.

But no-one is willing to rent property to a couple of girls, especially during the Depression, so when Caitlin’s new man friend says he’ll back them, they are delighted and soon the tearoom is thriving.

Then fate intervenes, and soon the girls find themselves fighting to survive in a world on the brink of war.


About the Book

Katie Flynn has lived for many years in the north-west. A compulsive writer, she started with short stories and articles and many of her early stories were broadcast on Radio Merseyside. She decided to write her Liverpool series after hearing the reminiscences of family members about life in the city in the early years of the twentieth century. For many years she has had to cope with ME. She also writes as Judith Saxton.
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For Holly Pemberton, who leapt into the breach and
saved the day. Thanks Holly!


Dear Reader,

I first had the idea for The Runaway when a mental picture of Sandra and Beryl in The Liver Birds came into my head. In The Runaway Dana is Irish and a dreamer, but Polly is very much the down-to-earth Scouser, and when she makes up her mind to resolve her friend’s troubles, she dives in feet first, dragging her hapless friend Ernie along with her, regardless of his wishes.

I loved writing about Castletara – no I shan’t tell you where it is in reality – and hope that the differences between Dana’s background and Polly’s make the story more interesting for you; certainly they did for the writer!

Love

Katie Flynn


Prologue

Castletara, 1928

Dana was deeply asleep, did not even hear the light tap upon her bedroom door, but woke when a hand grasped her shoulder and a voice hissed in her ear: ‘Wake up, you eejit! I thought as how you were going to wake me, and here you are fathoms deep and me waitin’ for as long as I dared before I decided to fetch you. Come on, come on! We’ve got to be at the well by midnight, or there’s no point in us going at all.’

Dana sat up, still groggy with sleep, and rubbed her eyes. She began to ask if it was morning and then remembered. The previous day had been her thirteenth birthday and during the wonderful party, at which almost all the pupils at the village school had been present, she and Con had heard about Mrs O’Connor’s well for the first time.

‘’Tis a magic well, a wishing well,’ one of the girls had said. ‘’Tis blessed by the fairy folk, or so my granny told me. She says if you go to the O’Connor well at midnight, when the moon’s at the full, bow to it three times and then ask it to grant you a favour, it will do so. She said it’ll show you the face of the feller you’re goin’ to marry, or something o’ that sort.’

‘Tell you who’s goin’ to win the three thirty, or come out on top in the Grand National?’ one of the listening boys had put in, his mouth curving into a mocking smile. ‘Or where to put your crosses on the football coupon so’s you win a fortune? You girls! As if it mattered who you marry!’

The girl who had been telling the tale had flushed angrily. ‘I’ve not finished yet,’ she had said sharply. And it ’ud matter to you if you weren’t goin’ to marry at all, because then, when you looked into the well water, you’d see nothin’ but a ghastly skellington, leerin’ at you. So I guess you’d be too scared to try it, Micky, because wit’ a great conk like yours it ’ud be the skull you’d see for sure.’

This remark had caused much amusement and the subject had been allowed to drop but later, when everyone had gone home, Con and Dana had sat side by side on the mossy wooden gate which led to the home pasture talking over the story of Mrs O’Connor’s fairy well. ‘I don’t believe a word of it,’ Dana had said stoutly. ‘I’ve never heard Mammy or Daddy talk about it, not even when they’ve been tellin’ tall tales. What about you, Con? Has Mr Devlin ever mentioned it?’

Con had shaken his head. ‘No, but my dad isn’t at all superstitious. If he mentioned it at all it would be to say ’twas rubbish. Anyway, in earlier times they’d probably have called Mrs O’Connor a witch.’ He had chuckled. ‘Her nose and her chin damn near touch, so they do. But I tell you what; it would be a bit of a laugh to test it out for ourselves. ’Tis full moon tonight and there’ll not be a cloud in the sky, I reckon, because your daddy says we’re in for a spell of good weather and he’s usually right. What do you say? Are you on?’ He had grinned at Dana, his dark, lively face alight with mischief, and Dana had grinned back. To go adventuring with Con, who was a whole year older than herself and a great deal braver, was her idea of heaven. It would make her thirteenth birthday very special indeed.

‘Course I’m on,’ she had said accordingly. ‘’Tis a fair walk to the O’Connors’ place so we’d best set out at eleven o’ clock. I’ll come and get you as soon as I wake.’

So now, in the shivery, chancy light of the full moon – for there were some small clouds in the sky despite Donovan McBride’s weather forecast – the two young people set off. Despite her intention to prove to Con that she feared nothing, Dana clutched his arm, trying very hard to be brave when they plunged into the little lane which would lead them to the well and was in deep shadow, but mostly shutting her eyes and simply hoping that Con would not notice.

They reached the well at last and stared up at the moon, waiting for a wispy, scudding cloud to pass before bending over the brick parapet. ‘C’mon, fairies, show us how good you are at tellin’ the future,’ Con said, taking Dana’s hand and giving it a squeeze. ‘Who’s goin’ to win the Grand National, eh? We’re not asking much of the fairy folk, and we could do wit’ the money, so we could.’

But the water in the well remained infuriatingly unresponsive, though Dana was so glad that neither of them saw a skeleton that she forgave the fairies for their ticklish ways, and presently Con hauled the wooden bucket up on to the brickwork and they both had a drink of the sweet, cool water before gently lowering it into the depths once more. Then they watched as the ripples gradually calmed, leaving a perfect mirror below them.

‘Well, that was a waste of time,’ Con grumbled as they set off for home once more. ‘The only reflection I saw in the water was us – you and me – wit’ not a word about football pools or the Grand National. I was goin’ to tell the fellers at school how we’d heard a mysterious voice, sort of gargling, you know, and it had told us the future …’

But Dana was chilly, and beginning to think longingly of her bed. She tugged impatiently on her companion’s hand. ‘Shut up and walk a bit quicker,’ she said. ‘It’s icy cold so it is, and we did see something, even if it was only us.’


Chapter One

March 1936

‘MIND YOUR PERISHIN’ backs, you gairls, ’cos I’m a-coming through!’

Caitlin and Dana, washing up in the kitchens of the Willows restaurant, shrank against the big stone sinks as Mrs Haggerty, the cook, squeezed past them, giving Dana a sharp jab with her elbow as she did so.

‘Ouch!’ Dana said, but she said it quietly so that only Caitlin could hear. It was no use antagonising Mrs Haggerty, who detested both girls anyway, because despite her name she disliked the Irish and saw to it that Dana and Caitlin always got the most unpopular jobs.

But perhaps she had heard; at any rate she paused in her onward rush – she was carrying a pile of clean plates over to the bain-marie to be filled – and nudged Caitlin. ‘You! Gerron wi’ them cups an’ saucers; there’s some folk like a cuppa when they’s ate me good food.’ She turned to Dana. ‘You! Gerrin the veggie scullery an’ start peelin’ spuds for tomorrer. There’s a full sack want doin’ an’ you ain’t much good for owt else.’

‘Right you are, Mrs H,’ Dana said as politely as she could. ‘Only shouldn’t I finish here first? I don’t think Caitlin can lift the metal baskets out of the boiling water without someone to give a hand.’

The cook scowled. ‘Polly can help her; you ain’t gerrin’ out o’ spud bashin’ that easy,’ she said, and gave a snort of laughter. ‘Move!’

Dana would have liked to point out that Polly Smith was small and frail, and new to kitchen work, but bit the words back. She had no desire to see Polly become the next worker on the cook’s hate list. The younger girl was eager to please and, on hearing her name, came over to the sink at a run. ‘Yes, Miz Haggerty?’ she said brightly. ‘What’ll I do? I heered you call me.’

Mrs Haggerty was explaining how one lifted the big metal racks out of the boiling water as Dana headed for the vegetable scullery. It was a horrid, dank little room: a brick-built and brick-floored extension, unplastered and unpainted, with a knee-level sink the very sight of which made Dana’s long spine shrink with horror. She was tall and slim and because of that low sink particularly hated spud peeling. There was an ancient machine in one corner of the scullery, called the rumbler by the staff, which was the nearest thing to an automatic potato peeler the Willows possessed apart from me, Dana thought bitterly. It looked a little like a concrete mixer, with a big bowl for the potatoes and a handle on the side. One filled the bucket with spuds, added water, closed the lid and began to turn the handle vigorously. It was hard work, but nowhere near as tedious as peeling by hand, nor unfortunately as thorough. Mrs Haggerty hated it, and because of the rumbling noise the wretched thing made Dana dared not even think of employing it. Instead, with a sigh, she fitted the big plug in the sink, turned on the brass tap and began throwing potatoes into the water.

She was well into her task when two of the other kitchen workers, Ernie and Sam, entered the room behind her. Ernie had been out on an errand for Mrs H, who had run short of cooking apples – pork was on the menu today – and had now drawn his pal into the malodorous little scullery for a quiet chat.

Dana, peeling the potatoes, grinned to herself. Usually their talk was of girls, football or food, but now it seemed that Ernie had picked up some interesting gossip. ‘You know old Squab-nose, the butcher on Heyworth?’ he asked in a low voice. ‘I call to mind you sayin’ weeks back that he were headin’ for the high jump. Well, he’s been and gone and done a moonlight; left the place in a terrible state. I seen it wi’ me own eyes, though I got the story from a neighbour none too sorry to see him go. Seems the old bugger had a grudge agin his landlord so he ordered up as usual – offal mainly – then he closed all the winders, put a note on the door sayin’ he’d gone on his holidays and jimmied off, owin’ a month’s rent. They say the stench made some delicate souls throw up, to say nothin’ o’ the bleedin’ bluebottles what come to the feast.’ Ernie laughed. ‘Reckon that’ll mean another empty shop, ’cos Mr Thwaite’s the landlord and everyone knows he’s mean as hell. Apparently he opened the door, staggered back as a million bluebottles come tearin’ out, then slammed the door shut, goin’ blue in the face. He said he weren’t responsible for the pong, nor the flies, and he’d leave it to the next tenant to clear up.’

‘Only who’ll take it on in a state like that?’ Sam said gleefully. ‘It weren’t as though old Squab-nose were ever good at his trade, and once that modern butcher’s shop set up only half a dozen doors away his customers left in a body.’ He cackled. ‘Wonder where the old devil’s gone?’

‘Somewhere Thwaite will never think of lookin’,’ Ernie said, forgetting to keep his voice low. He became aware that Dana was staring at him with open interest. He reached out and gave her cheek an affectionate pat. ‘D’you hear that, Dee? Old Joshua Rayner’s scarpered. Want to start up in the butchery business?’ He chuckled hoarsely. ‘There’ll be a butcher’s shop going beggin’ once all the bluebottles is dead and Thwaite’s managed to persuade someone to take the rotten meat off of his hands.’

When she and Caitlin had first come to work at the Willows they had resented the Liverpudlians’ habit of shortening names, but had finally given up protesting and Dana now answered to Dee, when pressed. ‘Is it a lock-up?’ she said. ‘Me and Caitlin are looking for a room to share … we’re still at the YWCA, which is cheap and cheerful but crowded, and Heyworth Street isn’t all that far from here.’

Sam shrugged, but Ernie considered the question seriously. ‘I dunno whether it’s a lock-up but I squinted through the winder – between the dead bluebottles, y’know – and it’s like most small shops: the bit the customers see, with a long wooden counter, then a door at the back which were wide open, showin’ another room, a storeroom I guess. There’s stairs leadin’ upwards in the storeroom, I remember that much, so I reckon there’ll be some sort of flat above. But you’d not want a whole flat, not on what this job pays; you’d be after a room, somewhere real cheap, with a gas ring to boil a kettle and a bucket for your water. Old Squab-nose would have had runnin’ water, a yard for his bins, electricity, mebbe – oh, all sorts.’

Dana’s shoulders drooped. ‘You’re right, of course …’ she began, then brightened. ‘But if it was really cheap we might get together with two or three other girls to help pay the rent. There’s always adverts in the Echo for girls wanting a flat-share. If we got in first …’

Sam grinned. ‘Wharrabout you two startin’ up in the butchery business? If you promised to clean the place up for free, Thwaite might let you have the flat and the shop for what they calls a peppercorn rent. I can just see you an’ Caitlin in blue and white striped aprons, hatchets in hand and blood up to your elbows as you butcher some poor innocent joint o’ meat.’

Dana sighed and turned back to the sink. She scooped up a handful of dirty water and threw it at the two lads, who guffawed and might have retaliated had not a woman’s large form appeared in the doorway. ‘Did you get them apples?’ Mrs H barked. ‘Sam, what the devil are you doin’ in here when we’s up to our eyes in hungry customers? Gerrout of it the pair of you and let Ginger gerron wi’ them spuds.’

Dana slanted a malevolent glance over her shoulder and began to say that she had not stopped peeling spuds for one moment and did not mean to answer to Ginger as well as Dee, but Mrs H was already turning away, leaving Dana to her task and her thoughts, which were pretty chaotic. She and Caitlin were always on the lookout for affordable accommodation, but though they had now been earning at the restaurant for nearly six months they were always pipped at the post by people who had local friends or relatives to apply on their behalf for any decent room or flat which came on the market, whereas Dana and Caitlin had left all their friends and relatives in Ireland. However, judging by what Ernie had said, this particular property had only recently become vacant, and folk might not realise that the flat above would also be available.

Dana chopped a quantity of peeled potatoes into pan-sized pieces and carried them through to the kitchen. As soon as she saw her, the cook gave an evil grin, snatched the pan of potatoes and turned to address Ernie and Sam. ‘Ernie, peel them apples; Sam, start choppin’ the mutton for tomorrer’s special. I’m makin’ Lancashire hotpot …’ she looked over at Dana, standing near the sink, ‘which is why I want all that sack of spuds peeled, not just a few. Off you go, Ginger.’

For the next two hours the kitchen was a hell of heat and bustle as cooks cooked, waitresses waited and Mrs Haggerty generally harassed her staff. By mid-afternoon, however, Mrs Haggerty had put all the food that would not keep a further day into two large tureens and divided the staff into two sittings, deliberately separating Dana and Caitlin – who would be acting as waitress to customers drifting in for a late snack lunch or early tea – because she knew they liked to be together.

Dana, who was longing to pass on Ernie’s interesting gossip, pulled a face as Caitlin hurried past her and hissed that she had news to impart. There was no chance to exchange more than a few words, however, before Caitlin, having shed her calico overall and donned the white frilly pinafore, white cuffs and trim little cap of a waitress, set off for the dining rooms. Dana grinned to herself as she saw the neat manoeuvre which her friend executed as she passed Mr Lionel, the restaurant owner, in the doorway. Her friend was beautiful, with dark hair, eyes so deep a blue that they might have been described as violet, and rosy lips. Her skin was creamy, her figure perfection – and Mr Lionel, well known for being a bottom pincher, liked to stand just inside the swing doors which divided the kitchen from the dining rooms so he could fondle the rear of any pretty waitress. Caitlin’s quick swerve as she passed him was to dodge his wandering hands, though it was so neatly done that Dana doubted if Mr Lionel was aware of it. Caitlin was always threatening to jab Mr Lionel in the stomach or tread on his toes – by accident on purpose – as she slithered past, but of course she had never done any such thing. Jobs were scarce, even ill-paid and demanding jobs like this one, and though at present they were lodged at the YWCA, Dana and Caitlin’s ambition was to find a room which they could share at a price they could afford. Anything, in fact, which would get them out of the YWCA.

By the time they left the Willows, a fine drizzle was falling. The girls headed for their tram stop and Dana, bursting with her news, felt quite cross with her friend for talking non-stop about her new admirer, a man in his thirties she rather thought, not precisely handsome but fascinating and attractive, who had asked her to accompany him to a dinner dance the following Saturday and had tipped her a whole quid when she had agreed to go. Indeed, by the time they reached the tram queue Dana’s impatience had got the better of her and she fairly snapped at Caitlin when her friend began to tell her all over again how attentive her new admirer had become.

‘Shut up and listen, will you?’ she demanded hotly as they shuffled nearer the head of the queue, for it was a busy time of day and the conductors were only accepting the first half-dozen would-be passengers. ‘I was in the vegetable scullery …’

The story, however, did not bring a sparkle to those big, dark blue eyes, or a smile to those rosy lips. Caitlin stared. ‘A butcher’s shop?’ she said incredulously. ‘Why ever should we be interested in a butcher’s shop? We want somewhere to live decently, with a bit of privacy; I thought we’d agreed on that if nothing else.’

‘Hey, we agree on most things, so we do,’ Dana objected, knowing that she sounded hurt and not caring. She was hurt, dammit! ‘And you aren’t listening, Caitlin. It’s not the perishin’ shop we’re interested in, of course it isn’t, but the flat above. According to Ernie, the landlord – his name’s Thwaite – is a stingy blighter who won’t even clean the shop up, and the last tenant left a month ago. But they only discovered he’d gone today, which might mean …’

‘Oh, I see,’ Caitlin said, but she spoke dreamily. ‘I know I’ve told you time out of mind that I never wanted to get involved wit’ a man again, but a rich one … well, that’s different.’

‘It sure is,’ Dana said with a chuckle. ‘Caitlin Flannagan, you little gold-digger! Are you trying to tell me that you’d marry a midden for muck, as the saying goes? Because if so, I don’t believe you. You’ve had admirers by the score ever since we arrived in Liverpool. Half the boys at the YMCA are in love with you and you’re always telling me that when you’re waitressing the young men fight to be on one of your tables and leave you good tips. Just remember, there’ll have to be a payback for that quid, even if it’s only a lot of kissing and cuddling. How do you feel about that, eh?’

Caitlin smiled guiltily and a dimple peeped in her left cheek. ‘I suppose I’ll have to put up with it since I guess I’ll get married one day; I don’t intend to wait on tables or peel spuds for the rest of my life,’ she said. ‘When I left Dublin to come across the sea, I t’ought I’d get a job as a mannequin in one of the big stores, Lewis’s or Blackler’s, or perhaps as a saleslady in gowns. No one ever told me that finding a job in Liverpool would be as difficult as it was in Dublin, mebbe worse; if I’d known I’d end up skivvying …’

Dana sighed. She and Caitlin had met on the ferry and had immediately seen the advantage of knowing someone when starting life in a big city for the first time. Dana, deeply unhappy and hurt by the circumstances which had caused her to flee her native land, had volunteered very little information about her past; indeed, now that she was on strange ground, she tried never to think of the home she had left. When she had decided to leave she had told herself, perhaps rather melodramatically, that she was slamming the door on her past, and had done so, but Caitlin had not been so reticent. Within a week of entering the YWCA and getting jobs at the Willows as kitchen workers, Dana knew that her new friend had fled her comfortable home and loving family because the young man she had meant to marry had been and gone and wed another.

‘The shame of it,’ Caitlin had moaned. ‘And to make matters worse, it were my own young sister Patricia his fancy settled on. She asked me to be bridesmaid so I waited till the wedding day and lit out, leaving her a note to say I’d better things to do than dance attendance on a girl three years younger than myself. And I just hope I ruined the wedding for them,’ she had added with unusual bitterness.

Dana had truly sympathised, but as time went on she had begun to suspect that there were two sides to this story and the side Caitlin had imparted was probably biased to say the least.

Oddly enough, Caitlin had simply accepted that Dana had left home to try to repair the family fortunes without asking one question, though her eyes had brimmed with easy, sympathetic tears when Dana had explained that the necessity to earn her own living was caused by the death of her father. ‘You poor thing, alanna,’ Caitlin had said. ‘And you’ve no brothers nor sisters? We’ll make our fortunes in spite of everything, though. I’m sure of it.’

Now, standing at the tram stop, Dana began to suggest that the two of them should not go straight back to the YWCA but should visit the landlord of the flat on Heyworth Street. ‘Someone’s bound to know his address and Thwaite isn’t a common name,’ she said. ‘Oh, be a sport, Caitlin my love! You’re not going to this dinner dance until Saturday, so you’ve almost three days to prepare yourself.’

Caitlin pulled a face. ‘It’s a new dance dress I’ll be needing,’ she pointed out. ‘It’ll take all my savings, but if James – that’s his name, James Mortimer – sees me in my best, perhaps there will be other invitations.’ She flung an arm round her friend’s neck as the tram drew up beside them. ‘Look, I’ll come wit’ you when I’ve found my dress, and when I marry my duke I’ll find you someone even richer, someone with a stately home and heaps of servants. Maybe you’ll employ the Hag as your head cook and order her about, like she orders you. What d’you say to that?’

Behind the two girls in the queue for the tram, Polly and Myra, who also worked in the Willows kitchens, listened avidly as Caitlin and Dana chatted. ‘If I looked like Kay, I wouldn’t work in any old kitchens,’ Polly said in a low voice. ‘Come to that, if I were Dee – Dana, I mean – I’d ask to be put on waitressing occasionally. It ain’t fair that her pal gets all the tips.’

Myra sniggered. ‘Dee wouldn’t get no tips, not wi’ that bright ginger fuzz she calls hair, an’ the white eyelashes and eyebrows,’ she pointed out. ‘To say nothin’ of havin’ a figure like a stick.’

‘Ye-es, but she’s got … wotsit … you know what I mean,’ Polly said. ‘I admit she ain’t pretty exactly, but she’s got … oh, I dunno what to call it, but I bet she’d get tips awright.’

There was a pause whilst Myra appeared to consider her friend’s words, but when she spoke it was to change the subject. ‘What’s all this about a butcher’s shop? You don’t get girls workin’ for butchers as a rule, ’cos it’s rare hard work; you need to be strong to heft the carcasses out of the lorries and into the shop.’

Polly giggled. She was a small fair-haired girl, skinny as a rake but beginning to put on flesh due, the head cook boasted, to the excellent meals she gave her staff. Polly, who had been brought up in an orphanage, acknowledged the truth of this, for though the food varied there was always plenty of it. Soggy cabbage, overcooked potatoes, gristly meat and cold pudding, but it was all food. She thought about Myra’s last remark. ‘A butcher’s shop? Wharron earth are you on about? Oh, I remember. It weren’t old Rayner’s shop they were talkin’ about, it were the flat above. They were sayin’ – or Dee was at any rate – that they might be able to rent it if they could find another couple of girls to share the expense.’ She sighed wistfully. ‘Wish we could move in and share. Ooh, wouldn’t it be wonderful, Myra? If only we could! But I’m on the very lowest wage old Lionel pays, so no chance of savin’ up. If only I could grow a few inches taller! Mr Lionel did suggest I might waitress at teatime when the trays ain’t so heavy, but Mrs Lionel said she’d be prosecuted for employing child labour and it’s not been mentioned since.’

‘Well, I think you and me should apply for waitress work anyway …’ Myra was beginning when the tram clattered up beside them and the queue began to edge forward. The girls just managed to follow Dana and Caitlin on board before the conductor shot his hand out to prevent anyone else from ascending the platform.

‘Just room for a littl’un,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Shove up, ladies and gents all.’

Polly obeyed, squeezing past several strap-hanging passengers until she was once again near enough to overhear the older girls’ conversation, but Myra, both taller and more robust than her friend, was unable to follow suit. Too small to strap hang comfortably, Polly was glad of the opportunity to listen once more, since it took her mind off her aching arm. She heard Dee trying to persuade Caitlin to accompany her in her search for the landlord, and when at last the ginger-haired girl was successful Polly had hard work not to cheer.

The conductor rang his bell and bawled the name of her stop, and she began to push her way past the other passengers again, a quick glance over her shoulder telling her that the two older girls were getting off as well. Myra, she knew, would remain aboard for another three stops. Suddenly, she decided that instead of going straight to the girls’ home, which was where she was billeted until she was old enough to find accommodation for herself, she would follow Dana and Caitlin and have a look at this butcher’s shop for herself. She was on the pavement first and turned as the two older girls alighted, Caitlin talking animatedly whilst Dee listened and interjected a word now and then. Polly smiled at them and was pleased when Dee said: ‘How’re you doing, Polly?’ She thought it kind of the older girl to remember her name, for she had only been at the Dining Rooms for a few weeks and so far had spent most of her time alone in the vegetable scullery, knocking earth off spuds, chopping the tops off carrots and removing caterpillars and similar bugs from the cosy homes they had made for themselves in the big pale green cabbages.

She dropped behind Dee and Caitlin and presently found herself approaching a dingy shop frontage with the words J. T. Rayner, Family Butcher in faded lettering above the dirty bow window. The older girls went right up to the glass and peered inside but Polly, afraid of being accused of nosy parkering, hung back until Dana and Caitlin, after some conversation which Polly was too far away to hear, suddenly dived into the newspaper and tobacconist’s shop next door. Hastily Polly scooted the few yards which separated her from the butcher’s window and had her nose actually pressed to the glass when the older girls emerged, scrutinising a piece of paper and pointing up the road. Polly was debating whether to follow them when a tram passed and drew up at a stop a little way ahead. Dana and Caitlin began to run and the conductor, about to ring his bell, swung out on the pole and yelled to the girls to hurry because he and his driver had their timetable to consider.

Polly made no attempt to climb aboard, looking pointedly the other way as she neared the tram; she had no pennies to spare, nor any idea of her fellow workers’ eventual destination. As soon as the vehicle had trundled out of sight, however, she returned to the butcher’s shop. Even from outside she fancied she could smell the whiff of bad meat and it was easy to guess at the state of the whole place after only a cursory glance. As Ernie had said, it was thick with bluebottles, the sawdust on the floor churned up and filthy, the long wooden counter bloodstained. Through the open door which led into the back room, Polly could see not only the disgusting state of the place but the stairs which she guessed must lead to the flat above. She could not see the back door, and was standing on tiptoe in an effort to improve her view when somebody jabbed something hard between her shoulder blades and a voice growled: ‘Stick ’em up!’

Polly jumped guiltily, then swung round, having recognised Ernie’s voice. ‘Leave off!’ she commanded wrathfully. ‘Stick ’em up yourself! Who do you think you are, perishin’ Tom Mix?’

‘Nah, he’s old hat; I’m Gary Cooper I am,’ Ernie said. He cocked his cap to one side and affected an American drawl. ‘Who’s you spyin’ on, sister? Or is you thinkin’ of takin’ old Squab-nose’s shop on?’ He chuckled hoarsely. ‘Or d’you mean to offer old Thwaite a few dollars for them pesky bluebottles?’ He dropped the phoney accent and dived a hand into the pocket of his shabby jacket, producing a crumpled paper bag. ‘Want a pear drop? Old Clegg, what cleans down when the Dining Rooms is shut, give me a threepenny joe for fetching his pipe tobacco.’

‘I don’t mind if I do,’ Polly said, taking a sweet and tucking it comfortably into her cheek. ‘Thanks, Ernie. And now I’m off home or I’ll miss me supper.’

Having acquired Mr Thwaite’s address from the obliging tobacconist, Dana had thought that it would be a simple matter to call on the landlord and ask him whether he would rent the flat above the butcher’s shop. However, it was more than a month before she and Caitlin managed to find him at home when they called. After so many fruitless attempts to catch him it was not really surprising that Caitlin wanted to give up, but on this occasion, just before they turned away, Dana cocked an ear and grabbed her friend’s arm, for she had heard footsteps approaching the door from the other side. Presently it creaked open and a small, grey-haired man in his shirtsleeves stood staring at them whilst his jaws worked rhythmically; clearly he was eating his supper. It was almost eight thirty, for a helpful neighbour had advised them to ‘Try later, young ladies, say half past eight or nine o’clock. Mr Thwaite collects his rents evenings, when folks is home after their day’s work. Or you might catch him come midday. His housekeeper cooks him a good dinner and he’s usually home between noon and two o’clock.’

The girls were always at work lunchtimes, but now the helpful neighbour’s advice was proving to be correct, for the small man chewed, swallowed, and then snapped: ‘Yes?’ in such an unfriendly tone that Caitlin stepped back, blinking.

Dana, however, was made of sterner stuff. ‘Mr Thwaite?’ she said. ‘I wonder if we might have a word; it’s about some premises which we believe you own. If we might come in for a moment …’

As she spoke, she moved forward, and since Caitlin hastily followed suit the small man was forced to step back. After a moment’s hesitation, he ushered them through a doorway into a small parlour where he clicked on the light, saying suspiciously as he did so: ‘I’m sure I don’t know that any of my premises would interest young ladies … are you summat to do with the sanitary inspector? Because if so—’

‘No, no,’ Dana said hastily. ‘We were told you owned Rayner’s butcher shop, and the flat above it. It’s the flat which interests us. We’ve been told your rents are reasonable …’ behind her back she crossed her fingers since, truth to tell, they had heard nothing good about either Mr Thwaite or his properties, ‘and as we understand it Mr Rayner moved out a month ago.’

‘Yes, I own Rayner’s shop,’ Mr Thwaite admitted. ‘And I won’t deny it’s for rent. It’s a grand little property, in a good trading position. Mr Rayner’s retired, seeing as how he’s made his pile there, but what would you young ladies want with a butcher’s shop? I’ve never let property to a woman, save hairdressers, and most of them is backed by a feller.’

‘It isn’t the shop we want but the flat above,’ Dana said eagerly. ‘If the rent was right, we’d undertake to clean the shop for you. If it was spotless, with fresh paint and clean sawdust on the floor, I’m sure someone else would take it as – as a lock-up …’

Mr Thwaite pulled his narrow lips into a sneer. ‘So you don’t want the shop at all?’ he said disagreeably. ‘Then we won’t waste any more of each other’s time. Good day to you.’

He ushered them out of the parlour, but even as he opened the front door, jerking his head at the two girls, Dana spoke again. ‘If you let us rent the flat and someone else took the shop, then you’d be getting double rent,’ she said craftily. ‘That sounds like good business sense to me, Mr Thwaite.’

The landlord snorted. ‘Forget it,’ he said harshly. ‘I don’t do business wi’ children.’ And before they could even think of a crushing retort, they found themselves out on the pavement with the door slamming shut behind them.

Dana stamped her foot. ‘Horrible, mean little miser,’ she raged. ‘He wasn’t even prepared to listen, let alone show us over the flat. Oh, Caitlin, I’ve never wished I was a man before, but I wish it now. He’d have listened to a man, and if he was rude, like he was to us, a man would have punched him on the nose.’

Caitlin giggled. ‘You’re daft, you are,’ she said affectionately. ‘Tell you what, shall I have a word with James? At least he could find out how much old Thwaite is asking for the rent of the flat and the shop. He might even persuade the old devil to show him round. If it’s a three-bedroom, or even a two, we could easily find enough girls to make a flat-share a real possibility.’

‘It seems such a cheek,’ Dana said. ‘I’ve never met him, remember; he might be willing to help you, but not me. We’re total strangers, after all.’

Caitlin put her head on one side, considering her friend’s remark, then brightened. ‘You’re right, of course; if he is to help us, and I do believe he can, then the sooner you and he meet the better. You’ll like him, I know you will, and he’ll like you.’ She turned a somewhat doubtful gaze upon her friend. ‘He’s different from any other man I’ve ever gone out with. He’s … oh, I can’t describe him, but I’m sure you’ll like each other. Tell you what. I’ve asked him to meet me outside the Grafton during the first interval tomorrow, so you can come outside as well. I’ll introduce you and explain the problem with Mr Thwaite, and I’m sure he’ll help us.’

Dana agreed to this rather reluctantly. During the time she and Caitlin had known each other, she had met at least half a dozen of Caitlin’s boyfriends, all of whom had been in their mid-twenties, extremely handsome and quite well off: not the sort of young men to make much impression upon Mr Thwaite. But Caitlin was insistent that James Mortimer was different, so more for the sake of peace than anything else Dana agreed to the meeting.

The following evening, she and Caitlin donned their party dresses, then set off for the ballroom with their dancing pumps in paper carriers. At the first interval, when everyone else was queuing for a glass of orangeade and a couple of Marie biscuits, Caitlin dragged Dana out of the ballroom, both girls having had their wrists stamped to ensure free readmittance when the interval was over.

Outside, the stars and moon blazed down from a dark sky and Dana wished she had retrieved her coat from the cloakroom, for it was distinctly chilly. The pavement was quite crowded, predominantly with young men, several of whom looked at her friend with interest and one might, she supposed, be James Mortimer, unsure of whom to approach in the tricky lamplight.

‘There he is!’ Caitlin said as a young man came towards them. He was tall, slim and blond, and Dana’s heart sank. It was just as she had supposed: this man would make about as much impression upon Mr Thwaite as she and Caitlin had done. Oh, he might have money, but she guessed that Mr Thwaite would want more than that before he parted with any information, let alone considered renting his property to someone.

‘Dana, this is my friend, Mr James Mortimer. James, this is Miss Dana McBride; I told you about her when we first met.’

Dana stared, but as Mr James Mortimer held out his hand she automatically placed her own in it. The fair young man had walked straight past them; clearly, he was nothing to do with Caitlin. The man whose hand grasped hers so firmly was a very different kettle of fish. He was in his mid to late thirties, squat and powerful, with broad shoulders and a crop of dark curly hair, silvering at the temples. He was dark-eyed and olive-skinned and he emanated a sort of ruthless power to which Caitlin was clearly not immune. The fact that he was an inch or so shorter than Dana herself was surprising, but he did not seem at all worried by his lack of inches; in fact when Caitlin had introduced him and he had put out his hand, his eyes had met Dana’s squarely as though they were of a height.

‘How do you do, Miss McBride,’ he said formally. His voice had a suspicion of a cockney twang, and as his dark eyes flickered over her Dana realised that he was sizing her up, trying to probe beneath her very ordinary appearance to the young woman beneath. Without meaning to do so, she realised she was bristling; what a cheek! But then he gave her a lopsided grin, and suddenly she saw why he had attracted her notoriously fussy friend. He was neither tall, blond nor handsome, but he had something … and she was in no doubt that if he chose to espouse their cause he would at least get the information they wanted from Mr Thwaite.

But what about his relationship with Caitlin? As Dana watched her friend telling him what the landlord had said, she found herself hoping guiltily that it was just a passing phase, and he would move on. She was truly fond of the other girl but was forced to admit, if only to herself, that Caitlin was not clever. Beautiful, yes, bright and bouncy, good company, but not clever. And she rather thought that this powerful, fascinating man would demand more than looks from his future wife.

But the bell which announced that the interval was over sounded at this point and Mr Mortimer said he would accompany them into the ballroom provided that they would both give him a dance. ‘We’ll discuss your business with this Thwaite when the dance is over,’ he said, taking Caitlin’s arm in a proprietorial fashion. ‘I’m not much of a dancer, but I enjoy watching others.’

Dana, smiling and nodding, wondered if he was married; at his age it was quite possible. She put the point to Caitlin whilst Mr Mortimer – she could not think of him as James – deposited his coat in the cloakroom, but her friend shook her head. ‘He said he’s been too busy building up his business to think about marriage,’ she said. ‘But now he truly believes I’m the girl he’s been looking for all his life.’ She sighed dramatically. ‘He’s ever so kind. He’s a real man, not like the boys I’ve been going about with.’

‘True,’ Dana said. Mr Mortimer was clearly a man of the world, with considerable experience of business matters, she guessed.

‘Look, if you agree I’ll do as I suggested and ask him to see Mr Thwaite for us and find out everything we want to know about Rayner’s flat,’ Caitlin said. ‘He’ll know just what questions to ask and whether old Thwaite was telling the truth or lying like – like a flat fish.’

‘But would he do it?’ Dana asked doubtfully. She did not think Mr Mortimer would dance to any tune but his own, but Caitlin disagreed.

‘He’s what they call a property developer,’ she explained. ‘He’s come to Liverpool because he says the Depression is bound to end soon. Right now, he’s searching for cheap, run-down properties which he’ll make good and sell when the Depression’s over. Then he’ll be able to charge two or three times what he paid … he’s very shrewd, Dana. So you see he knows a great deal about small businesses, flats and cheap housing, and if I ask him I’m sure he’ll see Mr Thwaite for us.’

‘Well, there’s no harm in asking,’ Dana said, still doubtfully, but she was beginning to believe that her friend was right; if this strange, dark-avised man wanted to smooth their path she was sure he could do so. But she thought he would have to be watched. His expression gave nothing away, and though his eyes showed admiration when they rested on Caitlin, she felt he would be a bad person to cross. Already she could see that her friend would be putty in his hands.

When the dance ended Caitlin explained what they needed from him, and he agreed to help at once.

‘I’ll make an appointment to see the landlord in the course of the next few days,’ he said. ‘As soon as I’ve got the information you want I’ll be in touch.’

The girls thanked him, Caitlin more effusively than Dana, and they parted. As they undressed for bed, Caitlin leaned across and nudged her friend. ‘Our days at the YW are numbered,’ she whispered jubilantly. ‘Oh, I’m sure we’re going to be renting that flat in no time!’

Polly had formed the habit of trying to leave the Willows at the same time as Dana and Caitlin, for the two girls fascinated her. She loved their voices, which had only the slightest trace of an Irish accent, she thought Caitlin the most beautiful girl she had ever seen and Dana was undoubtedly both clever and kind. When they were working near each other Dana always included her in any conversation, and if the boys were rude Dana could twist their remarks so that it was they who seemed foolish. It never occurred to Polly, when she did her best to stand or sit near the two Irish girls, that she was eavesdropping; indeed, she did not know the meaning of the word. If people wanted to exchange secrets they would whisper them, she thought, but Caitlin in particular had a very clear and carrying voice, which was how Polly had come to learn that the girls were off to the Grafton that evening. Intrigued, she gathered that they had found themselves a feller, one with enough money and influence to interfere on their behalf over that dirty little butcher’s shop in which they seemed so strangely interested, and they were going to talk to him about it that very night. Unable to resist the chance to find out more, she hung around outside the Grafton for a good fifteen minutes during the first interval, trying to distinguish the two girls in the crowd and taking a good deal of cheek from nasty girls who suggested ‘she were tryin’ to pick up a feller’ and from rude boys saying the same thing, though less politely. Disheartened, she was just beginning to walk towards the nearest tram stop when she saw them coming towards her. Caitlin was hanging on the arm of a short, curly-headed man whilst Dana, looking embarrassed, brought up the rear.

Polly had a good long look at the fellow. He was dark-haired and dark-skinned, with what she thought of as a foreign look about him; a dangerous look. I wouldn’t trust him any further than I could throw him, Polly thought. He’s a real smoothie – just the sort of fellow mams tell their daughters to avoid. And he’s old enough to be Caitlin’s father. Wharrever are they thinking of?

Polly sighed as the tram she wanted drew up beside her. It was none of her business, of course, she thought as she jumped aboard, and she doubted very much if either girl would listen to advice from someone so much younger than they. But I’ve had more experience of bad ‘uns than they have, she thought ruefully, handing the conductor her fare, and it will certainly make life more interesting watching how they deal with him. Settling back in her seat, however, she could not help musing that she might even be able to help them one of these fine days. Satisfied, she began to wonder what she should have for her supper.

‘Psst!’ Dana, once more up to her elbows in water and potatoes, turned her head sharply as someone entered the scullery behind her. It was Ernie, looking portentous. ‘I gorra message for you from your pal,’ he said in thrilling tones. ‘She says her feller has been an’ gone an’ done whatever it were you wanted ’im to …’ He gave a snigger, then straightened up hastily as Dana’s cupped hand withdrew from the water in a threatening manner. ‘Awright, awright, keep your hair on! Caitlin says this feller will meet the pair of you out of work when the Willows closes, so’s you can talk business. She would ha’ telled you herself, but —’

‘Ernie Frost! Wharrever d’you think you’re doin’? If you’re thinkin’ to help young Ginger wi’ them spuds, you can think again. Unless you want to miss your dinner, of course.’ Dana knew Mrs Haggerty’s voice so well that she had not turned away from the sink, but now she heard herself addressed. ‘Done them spuds yet, Ginger? If so, fill a pan and bring it through, and you can be on first dinner. I might even let you sit next to that other bogtrotter, since I’ll grant you that you’ve worked well today.’

Dana, splashing peeled potatoes into a big pan of water, turned an astonished face towards the head cook, wondering what was up now. Mrs Haggerty never praised anyone, and saved her nastiest comments for anyone with the misfortune to be Irish. This was odd, because Mrs Haggerty had to be Irish herself with a name like that. Everyone in the kitchen knew that ‘Mrs’ was a courtesy title; Clara Haggerty she had been at her birth, and Clara Haggerty she had remained ever since.

So now Dana, clutching her pan of potatoes, approached the big woman almost blocking the narrow doorway rather warily. Past experience told her that the cook was quite capable of jabbing her in the ribs or squashing her against the doorpost if she was in one of her more spiteful moods. Accordingly, she slowed as she reached the doorway, but the cook stood aside, leaving Dana a clear passageway past her, and as the two women’s eyes met she spoke again, her tone pleasanter than Dana had ever known it. ‘Mrs Lionel has been doin’ sums. She says we’re sellin’ twice as many Specials as t’other meals on the menu. Specials is cheaper, see, and folk are watchin’ the pennies. So she wants to lose two kitchen workers.’ She paused, as though waiting for Dana’s reaction, but Dana merely folded her lips and kept her face as expressionless as possible. If she were for the high jump … the elbow … the little brown envelope … then she would not give Mrs Haggerty the satisfaction of showing how horrified she felt.

‘Well? Ain’t you a-goin’ to ax me who’s gettin’ their cards at the end o’ the week? Ain’t you interested?’

The pan of potatoes seemed to be growing heavier by the minute. Dana stood the pan down on the nearest surface, but continued to say nothing; what was the point? She did not think Mr Lionel would agree to Caitlin’s being sacked because she was popular with customers when waiting on, but she herself …

Mrs Haggerty sighed; she was clearly getting tired of her little game. ‘I told ’im I needed every one of you, and if he tried to reduce me staff he’d find even the sale of his Specials would shrink,’ she said. ‘An’ I’ll give you this, Ginger, you’re a bleedin’ hard worker. You never complain and you’ve not lost a day through sickness, not even when you had that shockin’ cold last February. And now put them spuds on the stove and get yourself sat down for first dinners.’

Dana was so relieved that she actually beamed at the cook. ‘Thanks, Mrs Haggerty,’ she said, sliding into the chair next to Caitlin’s. The meal in front of her – scrag end stew and dumplings – both looked and smelt pretty good, but before she had taken a mouthful she dug Caitlin in the ribs. ‘What’s up?’ she hissed. ‘Ernie said your feller – I take it he means Mr Mortimer – is going to meet us out of work. Does that mean he’s managed to persuade old Thwaite to let us rent the flat? If so, I take back all the rude things I’ve been thinking about the sort of man who takes up with a girl half his age.’

‘Oh, you’re just jealous,’ Caitlin said, helping herself to another dumpling from the tureen in the middle of the table, ‘and James isn’t old, he’s just mature. I expect you’re right though and he’s got round old Thwaite somehow; he’s a businessman and knows what’s what. Oh, I don’t know how I shall get through this afternoon!’

Mr Mortimer picked the girls up from work in a taxi and took them straight to the butcher’s shop in Heyworth Street. The last time Dana had seen the shop it had been through a haze of bluebottles and dirt-smeared glass and the faint stench of bad meat had seemed to hang in the air, so now, as Mr Mortimer selected a large key and thrust it into the lock, she drew back a little, but though a number of bluebottles charged gleefully past them into the open air someone – Mr Thwaite presumably – had done some clearing up. The filthy sawdust had been removed from the stained floorboards and the disgusting offal had disappeared. Even the butchery counter had been cleaned and Dana breathed in the smell of carbolic soap and bleach with relief. Anything, she told herself, was better than the stench of rotten meat.

‘In you go, young ladies,’ Mr Mortimer said.

He followed them into the shop and looked from one face to the other but Dana held her peace, leaving it to Caitlin to exclaim: ‘Well, you must have impressed Mr Thwaite, James, because it’s nowhere near as bad as it was five or six weeks ago.’ She giggled. ‘Dana and I offered to clean the shop for him if he would let us rent the flat, but since he doesn’t know it’s us I suppose he got someone else to do it.’

‘I paid a couple of lads to get rid of the worst of the filth,’ Mr Mortimer said briefly. ‘After I’d spoken to Thwaite, of course. I couldn’t ask two young ladies to face what I faced on my first visit.’

‘That was kind,’ Caitlin said appreciatively. ‘But can we go up to the flat now, please? We aren’t at all interested in the shop, you know.’

Mr Mortimer gave Caitlin an indulgent glance but did not move, merely closing and locking the shop door, remarking as he did so that they did not want to find themselves entertaining half the neighbourhood. Then he turned to Dana. ‘Well, Miss McBride? Can you see any reason why Thwaite would not even consider renting the flat without the shop? I guess this is your first visit, but I should’ve thought …’

‘I’m beginning to realise,’ Dana said in a hollow voice. ‘Oh, Caitlin, what fools we’ve been! I hadn’t thought, because we could see so little through that dreadful, disgusting window …’

‘Whatever are you talking about?’ Caitlin said, frowning at her friend. ‘I can’t see why we shouldn’t rent the flat – if it’s fairly cheap, of course. If you’re so clever, Dana McBride, just tell me what’s wrong with that?’

‘Oh, Caitlin, use your loaf,’ Dana said impatiently. ‘How are you going to get to the flat? Can you fly?’

‘No, of course I can’t,’ Caitlin said, frowning more than ever. ‘There’re stairs in the storeroom which must lead up to the flat, I suppose.’ She turned to Mr Mortimer. ‘Why should we need to fly when there are stairs? What’s wrong with them, pray?’

Dana interrupted before the man could reply. ‘Don’t you see, dearest Caitlin? The only way to reach the flat is through the storeroom. No trader worth his salt would let a couple of girls – or a couple of men for that matter – traipse through his premises whilst he was trying to conduct his business. And then, when the shop was closed, we would have to have access! If we weren’t honest, it would be an open invitation to a thief.’ She sighed deeply. ‘Oh, dammit, why ever didn’t we think? I’m sorry, Mr Mortimer, to have wasted your time; I can only plead that I was carried away by the prospect of moving out of the YWCA.’

As she spoke, she turned her apologetic gaze upon Mr Mortimer and saw once again why Caitlin seemed so fond of him, though she herself was still wary, still suspicious that beneath the frank manner was a deviousness he had not yet revealed. But now he was smiling at her friend, and when he noticed she was looking at him he straightened his face. ‘It’s all right, Miss McBride, you’ve not wasted my time,’ he said soothingly. ‘Thwaite and myself had a long discussion, after which I had a chat with my – my man of business, and I think we’ve arrived at a solution. But we’d best take a look at the flat before I put my suggestion to you.’

He headed for the storeroom door and stood to one side, gesturing to the girls to precede him, and it was as he said ‘Youth before beauty’ that once again Dana recognised the twang in his voice as the buried remnants of a cockney accent. So you may have made your pile, you may even be a property developer like you say, but to my way of thinking you’re just a cockney barrer boy what’s made good, she thought rather nastily, following Caitlin up the stairs. I just hope you didn’t get out of London one jump ahead of the coppers!

She was still wondering about Mr James Mortimer when she reached the head of the stairs and stood in the tiny hallway, looking around her. Two doors, both closed … but Caitlin was pushing open the nearest and the girls and their companion stepped into a tiny living room with a sizeable window through which they could see out into Heyworth Street. Dana swept the room with a practised eye. No furniture, no carpets or linoleum, but the floorboards were only dusty, not filthy, and there was room for a table, a sofa, and a couple of easy chairs. Yes, it would suit them, if they could find a way of reaching the upper floor without trespassing upon the property of whoever took the shop.

‘Awright?’

Once more, Mr Mortimer’s accent grated, but Dana merely nodded her head. ‘Small, but possible,’ she said. She pointed to another door. ‘What’s through there?’

‘Kitchen,’ Mr Mortimer said. He crossed the room and held open the door. ‘Small, too … take a look.’

This time there was linoleum on the floor, a sink with wooden draining boards and some shelving. The window overlooked the back yard, and Dana could see a shed, which she took to be the privy, below. She said as much and Mr Mortimer nodded, his dark eyes narrowing. ‘Oh aye, but you’d not expect indoor plumbing in a flat this size.’ He laughed. ‘You can’t afford to be picky.’ He crossed the kitchen and the living room, then flung open the other door in the small hallway. ‘Bedroom; only one, I’m afraid, but you’re used to sharin’, since you’re at the YW.’

‘Oh yes, we don’t mind sharing,’ Caitlin said quickly. ‘And it’s a lovely flat; but why bother to come up if the landlord won’t let the place separately?’

‘Because we’ve reached a compromise, me and your landlord. If you’ll undertake to clean the place thoroughly, and that means redecorate, make good anything which needs doing – it needs rewiring, for a start – then he’ll let you have the place rent-free for the first three months. For the next three months he’ll charge a small rent, and you will have to find a trader willing to take on the butcher’s shop itself, without the storeroom at the back, because you’ll need that for access.’

There was a long silence whilst both girls grappled with what Mr Mortimer had said, and then Caitlin spoke. ‘But it doesn’t make sense,’ she said slowly. ‘Mr Thwaite wouldn’t even consider us as tenants, and this way he’d be dependent on us not only to make good his property but to find a suitable tenant for the butcher’s shop. Why should he do that, James?’

There was a pregnant pause before the man spoke and then he gave a rueful grin and took Caitlin’s hand. ‘Good girl; you’ve got a head on them pretty shoulders,’ he said, and Dana noticed that now he was beginning to relax the cockney twang was more in evidence than ever. ‘I’d better come clean. When we met I said I were a property developer. Well, that’s what I mean to be one day, but at present I’m what you might call on the fringe of the industry, having to box clever wi’ my cash. I didn’t tell old Thwaite that, of course, but—’

‘Does he know you’re acting on behalf of a couple of girls who know nothing about renting shops, let alone cleaning and decorating and so on?’ Dana cut in. ‘I dare say you found Mr Thwaite more willing to talk business with a man than he was with us, but it was plain he didn’t mean to be landlord to a couple of females …’

James Mortimer interrupted her without apology. ‘Shut your face,’ he said rudely, then gave her his lopsided grin. ‘Sorry, sorry … I had hoped … but I can see I’ll have to let you have the whole story. I’ve bought the perishin’ shop, flat and all, which means I’m your landlord.’

There was an astonished silence, broken by Dana once more. ‘But why are you letting us take on the flat? What’s different about us?’

This time he answered promptly and, Dana thought, honestly.

‘You done me a real favour, Miss McBride, even if you didn’t realise it. I’ve been having trouble finding suitable property for sale at a price I could afford. In normal circumstances Thwaite would have had the place cleaned up and made good before offering it for sale, but because it was truly foul he kept putting it off, letting it get worse and worse. When I came on the scene, before he’d had a chance to do a quick spit an’ polish job on it, I acted disgusted – well, I was – said I’d inform the authorities that the place was a health hazard, offered to take it off his hands for a song … and he jumped at it. So you see, I’m grateful.’

‘And when the three months is up, will you help us to find a suitable person to rent the shop?’ Caitlin asked slowly. ‘Because I’m sure Dana and I would be far too trusting and probably never get the rent …’

Dana laughed and gave her friend a shove. ‘You’re daft, you are,’ she said affectionately. ‘If Mr Mortimer is now our landlord, everything’s different. Isn’t that so, Mr Mortimer?’

James Mortimer nodded. ‘Well, not everything; you will still have the property rent-free for the first three months, starting in a few days when the sale’s gone through, and I shall still expect you to clean, decorate and so on. The obvious solution to both my problem and yours is for you to take on the shop as well as the flat. Of course, if you feel no desire to own and run your own business, then I suppose I’ll have to help you to rent out the butcher’s shop, but surely you must have skills of various sorts? All young women knit and sew, and cook of course. Remember, if you were to take on the shop yourselves, then you could use the storeroom and your profit would easily pay the rent I should ask; indeed you could double the size of the shop.’ He smiled coaxingly at Caitlin. ‘Wouldn’t you like to own your own little business? Say you sold knitting wools, patterns, embroidery silks … oh, I don’t know, but I expect you do! And then there’s confectionery … homemade toffee, fudge, sticks of rock even …’

‘Come come, Mr Mortimer, let us be practical,’ Dana cut in, seeing the doubtful look on her friend’s face. ‘Such shops would need to be stocked, and I can’t see any reputable bank lending money to a couple of girls like Caitlin and myself. There’s a Depression on, as the government keep reminding us, and besides, if you sold knitting wool you would be expected to have samples – jerseys, matinée jackets, socks and gloves even – on show. I’m a rotten knitter and can’t embroider for love nor money, and even though I dare say I could whip up some home-made fudge and toffee, I couldn’t do it on a commercial scale without staff, and heaps of ingredients.’ She looked wistfully round the tiny hall in which they were standing. ‘It’s awfully good of you, Mr Mortimer, but running our own business just isn’t on the cards unless we can find a wealthy backer. In fact I’ve just realised that we shall have to furnish the flat, which will take every penny we possess. We shall have to continue working at the Dining Rooms too, so the improvements to the property will have to be done during the evenings and on Sundays …’

James Mortimer made an impatient gesture. ‘I’ll find you a couple of cheap beds and mebbe a Primus stove,’ he said. ‘But look, girls, I’ve not come up the Thames on a biscuit, you know. You come from Ireland, but you can’t kid me that your families are poor as church mice. You neither of you speak with even a touch of the brogue and though I’ve only known you a few weeks, Caitlin, it’s clear you’re well educated.’ He turned to Dana. ‘And no doubt you are the same, Miss McBride. I’m self-taught I am, dragged myself up by my bootlaces, but I can recognise quality when I see it. What about a loan from your families? It isn’t as though you would be asking them to give money, but to invest in a venture which I’m sure could be a real success.’

Dana shook her head decidedly. ‘I’ve explained to Caitlin that after my father’s death things at home became difficult. I couldn’t possibly expect my mother to help me,’ she said briefly. She turned to her friend. ‘What about you, Caitlin? I know you more or less ran away, but that’s about all I do know. Any chance of a loan from your people?’

‘Shouldn’t think so,’ Caitlin mumbled, and then brightened. ‘But I’ve an uncle who might come across. He spoiled me rotten when I was a kid. He might lend me some money, just so’s he could tell the rest of the family we were in touch, ’cos I’d have to give him my address, otherwise he couldn’t send money, could he?’

‘Well there you are then,’ Mr Mortimer said triumphantly. ‘I mean to pay for the cleaning, repairs and decoration, but you’d have to furnish the flat yourselves. If you decided to go at the end of three months, you could take the furniture with you …’

‘But not the painting and decorating, nor the rewiring,’ Dana reminded him sharply. ‘I no longer wonder why you are willing to let us rent the flat, Mr Mortimer; it’s very much in your interest to do so.’

Mr Mortimer began to bluster, to say that he was presenting them with a grand opportunity, but then he caught Caitlin’s eye and gave a reluctant laugh instead. ‘Well, all right, maybe I shan’t do too badly out of it,’ he admitted. ‘Tell you what, if you did decide to take on the shop, I’d arrange a loan – a proper bank loan – so that you could buy at least some of the stock you’d need; the rest you should be able to finance yourselves with the help of your families, because I can’t believe blood relatives would turn down such pretty, clever girls.’

‘I wouldn’t even ask,’ Dana said stiffly. How dare this man suggest that she and Caitlin might sink their pride and beg for money! But Caitlin was saying enthusiastically that they could buy second-hand, that they only really needed the beds which dear James had already said he would supply, that she did have a little money saved up from her wages at the Willows …

‘Oh please, Dana; I’m longing to have a place of my own so I am,’ she wheedled. ‘I’ll write to my uncle this very day …’

‘I give up,’ Dana said loudly and crossly. ‘Very well, we’ll take on the flat and start cleaning and repainting here – and in the shop of course – this weekend.’ She turned to Caitlin. ‘And if it all goes horribly wrong at least we shall still have our jobs at the Dining Rooms.’

‘And three months living in the flat rent-free,’ Caitlin reminded her. ‘And I wouldn’t mind selling knitting wool and embroidery silks … it wouldn’t take up much room …’

‘Right; let’s shake on it,’ Mr Mortimer said briskly, holding out a square, capable hand. ‘And you must call me James, Miss McBride, since we are partners now.’

‘Huh!’ said Dana, but she said it quietly, too quietly for either of the others, already heading for the stairs, to hear. And though she had little faith in Mr Mortimer’s plans or promises, she was aware of a thrill of excitement at the thought of moving into the flat and perhaps starting up their own business in the shop beneath. Life, she told herself, would at least be interesting over the next three months.
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