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Chapter One

[image: 002]

1919

 

 

IT WASN’T WHAT YOU WOULD call a perfect May afternoon, Mike Burgess mused moodily as he gazed out of the shop window at the row of grimy houses on the opposite side of Burlington Street. The narrow streets of dilapidated houses that ran from Scotland Road down to the docks were all the same: dismal, decaying and decrepit, despite the strenuous efforts of their occupants who waged a daily war against dirt, disease and poverty.

A few shafts of sunlight had managed to penetrate between the roofs and danced on the dusty cobbles in the road, but in the main, the air was oppressive, the sky overcast, and the grey clouds threatened a downpour before long. Business had been slack in the shop on the corner of Burlington Street and Vauxhall Road that had been run by his mam and dad for as long as he could remember. This afternoon Frank Burgess had taken the opportunity to go to the provision  merchants in Canning Place, and Hilda, his mam, was putting her feet up for half an hour. Like all the small shops in the vicinity, Burgess’s was open from eight o’clock in the morning until nine o’clock at night, which made for a long, tiring day. Mam wasn’t getting any younger, and there were times when she looked old and careworn. He knew from experience that, once it had turned half past four, business would begin to pick up. People would be thinking of the evening meal and what groceries they had run short of. In this neighbourhood very few could afford to keep a larder stocked up. They shopped from day to day, sometimes from meal to meal.

Mike sighed, and his dark eyes filled with despondency. He’d never really wanted to work in the shop. He’d wanted to go to the Mechanics Institute after he’d left Our Lady’s School in Eldon Street, at the age of fourteen. There hadn’t been enough money, though. ‘Maybe later on, lad’ his mam had said then. But later on the war had come and engulfed everyone.

He swept away some imaginary specks of dust and polished the edge of the counter with a corner of the brown shop coat he wore. He was twenty-one, a man - and a married man at that - and this certainly wasn’t what he had envisaged for himself after he’d been demobilized from the Army. Before he’d enlisted he’d been just a kid, not taking anything really seriously, and resigned to working in the shop. Now he was grown up, mature. It was hard to adjust to this monotonous routine, when hours were spent just waiting for  customers, or in carrying out trivial tasks such as brushing the dried soil from the potatoes.

He’d not wanted to stay in the Army; he’d been wounded twice, and there were too many dreadful memories he still carried with him of the four years he’d spent in the trenches. Like hundreds of others, he’d lied about his age. He’d been sixteen when he joined up, seventeen when he’d been thrust into the horrors of trench warfare. That was when he’d left his youth behind. No, he’d had enough, he’d seen too much. There were too many friends he’d lost, too many men and boys from the neighbourhood who would never walk the length of Scotland Road again. When he’d first come home he had had no real plans, everything was too confused, so somehow he’d just slipped back into his old position, helping out in the shop.

The door opened and Mike became alert, thankful for the diversion and the company.

‘Nice to see you Mrs Chatterton,’ he said warmly, straightening up and trying to look efficient.

‘You saw me this morning. You waved at me as I went past, you daft ha’porth! It’s only folk of my age who are supposed to have bad memories.’ Bridie Chatterton laughed. She’d always been a big woman, but she’d grown a little stouter with the years, and there were silver hairs now amongst the luxuriant dark auburn ones. She’d worn her hair pulled back in a neat bun for as long as he’d known her. Despite all the hardships Bridie had known in her life, she had  managed to keep her easygoing, good-humoured outlook. It had made her very popular with the customers of The Black Dog, in the days when she’d served behind the bar there, before she’d married Edward Chatterton and had had Elizabeth.

Though the day was fairly warm, she wore her black knitted shawl over a paisley print cotton blouse and plain black skirt. She looked at him closely and frowned. ‘Mike Burgess, you’ve got a face like a wet week, what’s up with you now?’

He shrugged. ‘Boredom I suppose. I never wanted to work in the shop in the first place.’

‘Don’t you let your mam hear you talking like that, lad. Trade isn’t booming, money isn’t showering down from the sky. She’s paying you, it’s a job, and they’re getting harder and harder to come by.’

Mike knew he could confide in Bridie Chatterton with complete confidence. It was another attribute that had endeared her to the patrons of Red McClelland’s drinking establishment. If it had been Lizzie Simcock, he wouldn’t have opened his mouth. Lizzie was the local gossip, and would make it her business to ensure his mam heard every word he’d uttered, and not only his mam but most of the street as well.

‘I know all that, and I’m grateful. It’s just that I didn’t expect things to be so . . . normal, so quiet after the war.’

‘Oh, I see. It’s the excitement you miss. Well, that kind of excitement we can all do without, and there are  a lot of families around here who wish things were “normal” again. Count your blessings, lad. How’s Abbie?’

Mike’s frustration evaporated and he smiled broadly as he thought of his wife. They’d only been married ten months, and, until the Armistice, they’d spent very little time together, but he loved her passionately and had done since before the war. Abbie Kerrigan she’d been then. One of the large brood that Sal and Pat Kerrigan from number seventy-six had produced on a regular basis. Being a member of that boisterous, belligerent family had not endeared Abbie to his mam in the early days of their courtship. However, Abbie had proved herself to be quiet, reserved and courageous, for she’d trained and served in the Voluntary Aid Detachment in the field hospitals in France. The nightmarish memories that still haunted him were things Abbie understood and shared with him.

‘Oh, she’s great. She’s still working at Walton Hospital and enjoying it. The ward sister is a bit of a tartar, but aren’t they all? She says it’s a joy to work there after the VAD, except for doing the night shift.’

‘What’s wrong with the night shift?’ Bridie asked, glancing along the shelves behind Mike in case the sight of a certain commodity might jog her memory as to its absence in her larder.

‘It’s too quiet.’

Bridie looked startled. ‘What a pair! As God made them he matched them. You’ll come to yearn for a bit  of quiet in the future. You wait until you’ve got a house full of kids driving you mad with their noise and antics.’

Mike became embarrassed. ‘We . . . we don’t want to start a family yet.’

‘You might find you’ve not much choice in the matter. Babies don’t usually wait to be invited. Look at me. I was forty when I had Elizabeth. A real surprise she was to everyone, and most of all Edward and me.’

Mike felt that this conversation was one that would have been better conducted by his mother. ‘Well, we want to have a house first and a bit of money behind us.’

‘What’s the matter with the rooms you’ve got in Hopwood Street? It’s better than having to live with your mam and dad or worse still, Sal and Pat.’

‘Oh, there’s nothing wrong with them, it’s just that . . . we feel . . . that we’d have more privacy if we had a place of our own; a house we could really call ours. We’re trying to save up.’

This was really being over-optimistic, Bridie thought, and said so.

Mike laughed. ‘I don’t mean buy one, we could never afford to do that. No, rent one.’

‘I don’t know, you young ones today. I was quite content to move in with Ma Butterworth and her tribe. We eventually got the place to ourselves when they all left and she died.’ Bridie thought wistfully of the few short years she’d been married to Mick Butterworth, her first husband. He’d died of cancer when still a  young man, leaving her with a baby to bring up. Inevitably, sadness replaced the wistfulness. It always did when she thought of Nancy. Her poor Nancy had been fated to follow her da at the age of eighteen. Even now, she thought bitterly, it was such a useless and terrible waste of a young life, ended at the hands of a back-street abortionist.

‘What was it you wanted?’ Mike asked, noting the mist of tears that had sprung into Bridie’s eyes, and knowing she was thinking of poor Nancy.

Bridie sighed. ‘Oh, just a quarter of tea and a jar of Hartley’s raspberry jam. I give Rosie and Elizabeth a couple of butties when they get in from school. It keeps them going until tea-time.’

Mike grinned at her. ‘They’re spoiled rotten, the pair of them.’

‘Ah, go on! Tell me that you never had such luxuries when you were their age. I seem to remember you having a permanently sticky mouth,’ Bridie joked, her old self again. ‘Now we’ve got three wages coming in, we can afford a few extras.’

Hilda Burgess emerged from the room at the back of the shop, a small, neat woman whose dark eyes missed nothing. She had a good head for business and a sharp tongue. In her younger days she’d also been accused of being pushy and snobbish; but time had mellowed her, and her heart was in the right place. ‘I thought it was you, Bridie.’

‘Mam, you’re supposed to be having a bit of a rest. I told you I can manage.’

‘I was, but I wanted to see Bridie.’

‘What for?’

‘Just to ask if you will pass these few bits in to Sal Kerrigan for me on your way home.’

Bridie adjusted her shawl and nodded. ‘You’re looking tired Hilda.’

‘Well, none of us are getting any younger, are we Bridie? See, I’ve put them in this brown paper bag. Don’t worry about the money. She’ll settle up at the end of the week, as usual. Or at least their Joan will when she’s hounded Pat long enough for the housekeeping.’

‘I can drop them in,’ Mike offered. Abbie nearly always called in to see her mother, who was confined to bed most of the time now. Dr Wallace had warned Sal that if she didn’t rest the next stroke could be fatal. Nor would he take any responsibility if she wouldn’t listen to or heed his advice.

‘No, it’s all right, Mike. I’ll nip in and have a bit of a jangle with Sal, she gets fed up stuck in that bedroom all the time, and I’ve got half an hour before the kids get in. You’ll want to be getting off home as soon as Abbie’s finished her shift at Walton.’

When the door had closed behind Bridie, Hilda sighed. ‘You go and have a cup of tea. I’ll manage. I’m hardly likely to be rushed off my feet at this time of day.’

‘Mam, you should be resting, even Bridie said you look tired. There’s no need for you to stand - there’s nothing doing.’

‘There’s no need to remind me that custom is scarce. Everything has gone up since the war. We’ll soon be having to charge sixpence for a large loaf. I ask you! Folk will do without or go elsewhere, and our profits will go with them.’

‘I know, and I also know that you really don’t need me here, it would be a big saving for you if I got another job.’

Hilda could have bitten her tongue. As she’d told Bridie, no one was getting any younger, and that included Frank. He needed Mike’s help to shift the heavy stuff. ‘I wasn’t complaining about you, lad. Don’t forget we’ve got Chrissie’s money too.’

‘You mean what bit she eventually turns up after a big song and dance about it.’ His sister Chrissie had always been a pain in the neck, he thought grimly. As a child she’d delighted in tormenting him and now, at eighteen, he knew she caused his mam many a restless night. ‘Mam, I’ve been thinking a lot about what I’m going to do with my life.’

Hilda glanced at him sharply. ‘And what have you decided? Jobs are harder to get now than they were before the war. The girls and women are sticking to their guns and refusing to give up the freedom and the wages they’ve had for the past five years. Not that I approve. A woman’s place is in the home, unless she’s a widow or forced to work to keep the family out of the workhouse.’

‘Abbie and I have been looking at the papers every day.’

‘And?’

‘We’ve decided that I should look for something that’s reliable, secure and pays a good wage.’

Aye, that sounded like something Abbie would come up with, Hilda thought. Always one with an eye to the future, always looking for a golden opportunity, was Abbie. Look how she’d managed to drag herself up and out of the pigsty Sal had called a home. She’d done well for herself, had Abbie: a good husband and a good job as a trained nurse.

‘I hate to put the damper on things, but the only jobs like that are in the professions, and you’ve no chance. You’ve neither the education, the experience or the right background. We’re working class. Lower your sights, lad, be realistic. And anyway, what job is secure these days? There’s always something up. There’s a general strike on in Glasgow right now, according to the newspapers.’ Suddenly a thought occurred to her, one that drained the colour from her cheeks and caused her to suck in her breath sharply. ‘Holy Mother of God! You’re not thinking of going back in the Army? There’s still lads in the King’s Liverpool Regiment fighting those revolutionaries, those Bolshi something or other in Russia. You’re not thinking of making a career in the Army?’

Mike smiled at her. ‘No, Mam. I’ve had enough of the Army and enough of fighting. I’ve done my bit, and being wounded twice is twice too often. I won’t risk a third time.’

Hilda sighed with relief. ‘Then what?’

He shrugged, not wanting to reveal his idea, for he’d not even mentioned it to Abbie yet.

Hilda was exasperated. ‘You don’t know when you’re well off. Go on and get a cup of tea, boil the kettle up again. Your da should be back soon with the cart. He’ll need you to give him a hand.’

When he’d gone she glanced around at the stock without much pleasure. There were things on some of those shelves that had been there too long. She just hoped that Frank would remember what she’d said and not get carried away, or be induced to take stuff they couldn’t hope to sell. Theirs wasn’t a shop like Coopers in Church Street, where you could buy any amount of exotic and fancy food.

She rearranged some tins of Fry’s Cocoa on one of the shelves, then went to the door and peered out. Burlington Street was fairly quiet at this time of the day. Only at the far end, beyond the bridge over the Liverpool to Leeds Canal, was there any sign of bustling activity. That was where Tate and Lyle’s sugar refinery was, and beyond that the docks. Most of the kids were at school. The women were either doing the ironing, it being Tuesday and the day after wash-day, or they were shopping in town or Great Homer Street market where things were cheaper than at Burgess’s corner shop.

She knew that what Mike had said made sense. They were hard put to pay him a wage, there had only ever been enough to keep one family on. Oh, they’d been much better off than most of their neighbours  when all the kids had been small. Sal Kerrigan had never known from day to day how she’d be able to feed her family, or if she’d have enough money for the rent. Bridie, when she’d been a widow, had worked in two pubs - the Black Dog and The Green Man - going straight from one to the other. Lizzie Simcock had gone office cleaning and had taken in washing and mending, but often Mary Simcock had gone to school barefoot in summer.

Everything had changed with the war. The world had been turned upside down and old values, old traditions, had been swept away for ever. When the men and boys had gone to fight, it was the women and girls who had taken their jobs and kept the country going. And not just single girls, widows and old maids. Married women with families, and ladies from the upper classes, had gone out to work. They’d earned good money too, money of their own, a totally new experience for most of them; an experience that had given a lot of them ideas she didn’t agree with. During the war things had got a lot better for most of the families in Burlington Street, at least in financial ways.

She pursed her lips, then with her foot she moved the cast-iron doorstop a bit to one side and went back behind the counter. Absentmindedly she began to polish the scales and the brass weights with a piece of clean mutton cloth. She wanted Mike to get on in life, of course she did. It was what every mother wanted for her children. By a lot of people’s reckoning, Mike and Abbie were doing quite well. They had a couple of  decent rooms in Hopwood Street. They had Mike’s wage and Abbie’s, until such times as she got pregnant. It was more than a lot of couples had, and maybe they should be content with their lot, for she couldn’t see that there was anything in the way of a reliable, secure, well paid job in the offing at all.




Chapter Two
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AS THE AFTERNOON WORE ON the customers began to trickle in. Frank Burgess arrived home with his purchases on the cart he always borrowed from the provision merchants, and which he took back as quickly as possible. It didn’t do to put years of goodwill in jeopardy. The cart wasn’t full and Mike had soon unloaded it, then he had filled up the shelves and was stacking small sacks of potatoes and coal in the yard when his wife interrupted him.

Abbie was a tall, slim girl with blond hair brushed neatly up into a roll that framed her face. She had the blue eyes and the pale, delicately coloured skin of her father’s Irish forebears. She was smiling, pride and love for her young husband radiating from her sparkling blue eyes.

‘Is that the time?’ Mike exclaimed, catching sight of her.

Abbie laughed. ‘It is, and you’ve got dirty streaks all over your face. Are you trying to convince me that you’ve been hard at it all day?’

He kissed her on the cheek and thought, as he did every single day, how lucky he was to have married her. She was twenty-three now, two years older than himself, but she was kind and generous, amusing, practical, hardworking, and a very attractive girl. Even the rather severe uniform of a staff nurse that she still wore under her coat didn’t detract at all from the beautiful, curvaceous form beneath it.

‘Have you been to see your mam yet?’

‘No. I came here first. How much longer do you think you’ll be?’

‘I’ve nearly finished, but I’ve promised I’ll stay until our Chrissie gets in. Mam doesn’t look very well today and Chrissie can give her a hand later on if business gets brisk.’

‘Providing Chrissie hasn’t got other plans,’ Abbie replied rather curtly. She had little time for her sister-in-law, who had never liked her, and who had tried, more than once, to cause trouble for herself and Mike when they’d been courting. In fact she’d once slapped Chrissie’s face - at Nancy Butterworth’s funeral. In her opinion, Mike’s sister was a spoiled, selfish, self-opinionated little madam.

‘I know she’s no angel, but she can help out and that lets me leave earlier.’

‘Oh, I know. I think I’ll go and see Mam. I’ll come back for you in an hour. I got an Echo, we can see if there are any jobs going, later on, when we’ve had something to eat.’

‘It’s been very quiet today, Abbie, and I’ve been thinking.’ 

‘And?’

‘Well, I have got an idea, but I’ll tell you about it later. When we’re on our own.’

She raised her hand and gently patted his cheek. ‘You’d better get a wash before we go home, or the neighbours will think I’m carrying on with the coalman,’ she joked.

When she’d gone, Mike heaved the last sack of potatoes onto the wooden pallet that stood against the wall of the house. He stretched and rubbed his shoulder, which usually ached after heavy work or when there was rain imminent. It had healed very well. There was no reason why it should do otherwise; he was a fit, healthy young man, the Army surgeon had impressed upon him, after the shrapnel had been removed. Yes, young bodies healed quickly, but many young minds hadn’t healed at all. He knew lads who had been rendered speechless and witless by shell shock.

He looked up at the lowering sky and felt the first heavy spot of rain on his face. The idea he’d been toying with all afternoon took hold of him again and he wondered how Abbie would react. How everyone would react. It was a big step to take and one that wouldn’t be universally popular with everyone he knew.

 

Abbie’s cry of greeting as she pushed open the door of number seventy-six, her old home, was answered by her eldest sister, Joan.

‘Oh, it’s you. I thought it was a bit early for our Ginny.’

Abbie followed her into the spotless kitchen. It still amazed her, even after all these months, even seeing it day after day. It was a far cry from the days when the place had been messy, cluttered and thoroughly untidy. There had been nine of them then, all running in and out. Mam had been oblivious to the utter chaos that had always surrounded her, and was usually to be found sitting toasting her legs in front of the range, a mug of tea at her elbow.

Glancing around the small, pristine room Abbie felt a sense of loss, of disappointment even. In the past Mam had always been here, ready to dole out punishments or to kiss and hug away childhood upsets and scrapes. She’d always been their rock in the turbulent sea of daily life in Burlington Street, and she’d enjoyed that role, even though she’d sworn that she would sell her soul for some peace and quiet.

‘I’ll never get used to all this . . . tidiness, Joan,’ she remarked as her sister poured her a cup of tea.

‘And I’ll never get used to Da’s flaming untidiness and sheer laziness. He can’t even be bothered to put his dirty clothes in the basket I bought out of my own money. It’s not much to ask. He just drops them all over the place, and Ginny’s no better. That room of hers is like Paddy’s Market. At least our Bertie is tidy, when he’s home. Cunard have strict rules.’ Bertie Kerrigan was a bell boy on the Aquitania. ‘And Rosie Chatterton still treats this house as though it were her  home. Mam’s ruined them all. It’s no wonder she’s had two strokes, no one lifts a flaming finger.’

Abbie smiled wryly. ‘All she ever wanted was peace and quiet, so she said, and now she’s got it.’

‘Don’t you believe it. She drives me round the bend banging on the floor all day. I’ve threatened to take that flaming walking stick off her. Listen to her, she’s at it again. She heard you come in.’ Joan jerked her head towards the ceiling as a series of loud thumps threatened to bring flakes of plaster down on their heads.

‘I’ll go; sit and have your tea,’ Abbie instructed, and Joan nodded thankfully.

Abbie found her mother propped up with pillows in the brass bed that completely dominated the room. It was a tidy room these days. Beside the bed was a small chest on top of which were a glass, a jug and a copy of yesterday’s Echo. The bed was covered with a patchwork quilt that was crumpled and had slipped partly onto the floor. After kissing Sal on the cheek, Abbie took her hand and pressed her thumb against the inside of her mother’s wrist, to feel the pulse. ‘How are you today Mam?’

Sal jerked her hand away irritably. ‘I’m fed up to the back teeth, that’s how I am today!’

‘It’s no good getting all airyated with me, you know what Dr Wallace said.’

‘He’s a ruddy fool. He was just trying to put the fear of God in me.’

Abbie had smoothed out and tucked in the quilt.  ‘Lean forward while I fix these pillows. This bed looks as though you’ve been doing Swedish exercises in it, and you know Dr Wallace is not a fool.’

‘At least when I had the bed downstairs in the parlour I could see what was going on. It’s desperate up ’ere. It’s morbid all this . . . this flaming silence.’

‘I seem to remember that you were always saying you’d sell your soul for a bit of silence, and you know the bed had to be brought back up here because it got to be like Lime Street Station down there. Half the street in and out at all hours of the day and night. Da ranting and raving, Seb and all his mates tramping up and down the lobby, and Joan threatening to wash her hands of the whole lot of you. You were getting precious little rest and neither was anyone else.’

‘Oh, I know, luv, but it’s being stuck up here looking at the same four walls day in and day out, and madam down there laying the law down. I feel useless, finished, a burden. I’m like a lodger in me own ’ome.’

Abbie took her hand. ‘Don’t be having a go at Joan. She’s only thinking of you, Mam.’

‘She’s got too much time to think, that’s what’s the matter with her.’

‘That’s not her fault and you know it,’ Abbie said quietly, thinking of Terry, Joan’s husband, who had been killed in the battle for Montauban.

Sal nodded; she was also thinking of Terry and of her two eldest sons, Kenneth and Norman, who had been killed that day too.

‘Now that Terry’s mam has passed away, you know  she’d like nothing better than to get herself a job and keep that nice little house in Everton spick and span, and perhaps go to the moving pictures once in a while. We should all be grateful for her help, Mam.’

Sal reluctantly agreed. Of course it was Joan who had influenced Abbie. Encouraged her to see that she could demand and get more from life. When Joan had married Terry and had moved to that oh-so-tidy house in Everton, it had opened Abbie’s eyes to the sort of life she could expect, providing she, too, found a good husband who didn’t waste his money on drink or gambling, the way Pat had done for most of his life.

‘Has she told you that Da and Ginny are always going on and on at her to give up her house and move back here for good?’

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph! You see what I mean about being stuck up here? No one even bothers to consult me. Well, I won’t have it. Much as she gets on me nerves, you tell her to take no notice of them. The pair of them have got her for a skivvy now, and they could manage if they tried. Bone flaming idle, both of them. She’s not to give up her home, Abbie, you tell her that. When I’ve gone I’m not having her devoting her life to those two, tell her that.’

‘I will, but I don’t think she needs telling. She’s digging her heels in and won’t budge, thank God.’

Sal settled herself again and hid a yawn behind her hand.

‘Why don’t you learn to knit, Mam? It would pass  the time. Joan will teach you. Her ma-in-law taught her.’

An expression of keen interest crept over Sal’s face. ‘Oh, aye! Is there something you want to tell me?’

Abbie laughed. ‘No there isn’t. Why does everyone keep hinting and referring to babies and families?’

Sal looked disappointed. ‘I suppose because everyone thinks it’s about time you made me a granny, and I agree with them.’

‘We’ve plenty of time yet, Mam.’

‘You might have but I haven’t. You heard Dr Miseryguts. I could pop me clogs at any time.’

‘Now stop that. And if you think you’re going to blackmail me that way, you’re mistaken.’

‘It’s not blackmail,’ Sal said huffily. ‘You’re the only one in a position to give me grand-kids before I start pushing up the daisies. Our Joan’s a widow, Ginny isn’t even courting, and our Monica is a flaming nun.’

Abbie shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, Mam, you’ll have to wait. Just think, though, it will be something to look forward to. Something to keep you going. Start learning to knit and by the time I do have a baby it will have a complete wardrobe. It will be the best dressed baby in the neighbourhood.’

‘Oh, get out of here! I’m tired and you’ve got a home to go to. Fetch your husband, if Hilda’s finished with him, and go ’ome. Bridie called in to see me earlier and so did Lizzie. Mind you, all she ever does is moan and complain, so she’s not much company.’

‘You fraud! You said you never see anyone.’

‘I don’t. A few minutes’ chat is neither here nor there. Anyway, I’m tired now. I’ll have a nap before yer da gets in and starts annoying me.’

Abbie smiled and kissed her mother on the cheek. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow. God bless.’

As she closed the bedroom door, the sound of Joan’s voice and that of her ten-year-old brother Seb, came clearly from the kitchen. They were arguing, and a small group of scruffy boys were camped on the front step. She sighed. They’d always been a rowdy, acrimonious family, but they’d always been a close family too. She’d go and help Joan sort out whatever scrape Seb had got himself into now, then she’d go back for Mike. As she ran lightly down the stairs a frown creased her forehead and she wondered what he intended to discuss with her.

 

They had the two upstairs rooms in Hopwood Street. One they used as a bedroom, the other a sitting-room and dining-room combined. They had rented them as partly furnished from the Blakes, an elderly couple who no longer needed much space, as their family had long flown the nest. Moreover, the rent Mike and Abbie paid them was a very welcome addition to their budget.

Abbie took off her coat and hat. ‘I’d best get changed before I start to cook.’

‘I’ll put a light to this fire and put the kettle on the gas,’ Mike offered. It was a tiny bedroom fireplace, and was barely sufficient to heat the room in winter, but  Mrs Blake had provided them with a gas ring to cook on.

‘How was your mam?’ he called.

‘Oh more or less the same as usual, a bit mardy. She hates not being at the centre of things.’ Abbie came back into the room, a cotton skirt and a cambric blouse replacing her uniform. ‘She was going on about us starting a family. Honestly, the minute you get engaged they want to know when the wedding will be, when you get married they start asking about babies! There’s no keeping up with some people.’

‘I know, I had Bridie Chatterton quizzing me.’

‘Well they can quiz all they like, I want a bit of money behind me, for emergencies, and a house. I don’t want to be like Mam, not a penny to bless herself with once the boys were born.’

Mike caught her around the waist and pulled her to him. ‘Bridie said babies don’t usually wait to be invited.’

Abbie laughed and extricated herself from his embrace. ‘I’m starving and I want to hear about this plan of yours first, then I might consider,’ she laughed suggestively.

She made a pot of tea and then deftly placed the sausage, black pudding and tomatoes in the frying pan on the gas, while Mike obligingly set the small gateleg table. He tried to help as much as he could for she, too, worked long hours.

Meals were so difficult to organize, Abbie thought ruefully. Only one pan could be used at a time, which  drastically limited their choice. Sometimes Mrs Blake would let her use the oven in the kitchen, but she didn’t like to ask all the time, she felt she was intruding. One of the good things about the Blakes was that they were not always popping in and out. Most of the other people she knew would do just that. On Sundays they went to Hilda’s for their dinner, when her shifts permitted. It was a meal they both enjoyed, but she doubly so as she didn’t have to cook it. She and Chrissie always washed up, though. ‘There, that’ll do nicely,’ she said with satisfaction, placing Mike’s plate in front of him, then cursing as there was a knock on the door.

‘I’ll get it,’ Mike offered.

‘No, eat your tea. I’ll go.’

It was Mrs Blake with a letter that had come in the late delivery. Abbie thanked her.

‘I didn’t hear you come in, luv. I think I must be getting deafer.’

‘Take care going downstairs Mrs Blake, and thanks.’

‘Who’s it from?’ Mike asked, his mouth full of thick, spicy Cumberland sausage.

Abbie pulled a face. ‘From the handwriting I’d say my sainted sister.’

‘Aren’t you going to open it?’

‘Not until I’ve had my tea. I’m starving and I can’t take a letter from our Monica on an empty stomach. Besides, I know what’s in it. It’s always the same, doom and gloom and pages of agonizing whether or not she did the right thing. Then more pages going on and on  about how wicked she is to even have such thoughts. In the end I don’t know who is more confused, her or me.’

‘She’s changing her mind about being a nun then?’

‘I think if they gave her half a chance she’d be out like a shot. She doesn’t actually say that, but I know her.’

‘You should do, she’s your twin sister.’

Abbie pulled another face. ‘Don’t remind me. She’s tormented me one way or another all my life. The last time I saw her she was the relief nurse, she took my place so I could come home on leave. Talk about pofaced! It was really odd seeing her in that habit and having to call her Sister Mary Magdalene. Although she made a good choice of names there.’

Abbie mopped up the tomato with a piece of dry bread and chewed thoughtfully. In her teens, Monica Kerrigan had been as bold a piece as ever walked the streets of Liverpool. She’d given Mam no end of worry and then she’d disgraced and shamed the entire family by getting pregnant. She could still remember the rows that had followed as Monica had refused to say who the father was. Even to this day, no one knew. She’d been sent away to a convent to have the baby. The child had been adopted and Monica had returned, stating firmly that she wanted to be a nun. Abbie thought of her conversation with Sal, and wondered did her mam ever think of the grandson she already had, who was being brought up by other people.

Mike interrupted her train of thought. ‘She was too young and she was probably browbeaten.’

‘Now she’s grown up, seen a bit of life while nursing in France and wants to come out. Well, she can get that idea right out of her head. It would kill Mam. You know how proud she is of her daughter, Sister Mary Magdalene, especially after the carry on out of her all those years ago.’

‘Will you write and tell her that?’

‘I will, and our Joan’s got enough on her plate without having Monica descending on her after being defrocked or whatever they call it.’

Mike pushed his plate away while Abbie scanned the lines of her sister’s letter.

‘Anything new or interesting?’

‘No, just the usual stuff, Sister Aiden did this, Mother Superior said that, Sister Agnes’s brother’s become a missionary priest in a place I can’t even pronounce, and then “I pray to Our Lord for guidance every day. I ask Him am I serving Him properly or could I do more outside these walls? I ask His Blessed Mother” etc., etc. Well, she chose it, she can damned well stick it out!’

‘You’re a hard woman Mrs Burgess,’ Mike laughed.

‘I have to be with the terrible husband I’ve got, not to mention the awful relatives. Forget our Monica, what was it you wouldn’t tell me until we got home?’

Mike leaned his elbows on the table. ‘I don’t know how you’re going to take this.’

‘Take what? Don’t be so dramatic. You sound like someone from a pantomime.’

‘Well, you know we said I should look for something secure and well paid.’

‘Yes, and . . . ?’

‘The only thing I can think of that comes into that category and isn’t a doctor, a dentist, a solicitor or a teacher, is a scuffer.’

Abbie was stunned. ‘You mean . . . you’d . . . you’d . . . ?’

‘Join the Liverpool City Police. I will, if they’ll have me. Is it really that bad? You look as though I’d told you I wanted to run for Prime Minister or be Grand Master of the Orange Lodge, if that’s what he’s called.’

‘No, it’s not bad at all. It just never occurred to me that . . . that . . .’

‘That someone from Burlington Street would want to be a scuffer?’

The initial shock was wearing off. ‘It is reliable, secure and they pay a decent wage, but . . .’

‘But there are a lot of people who will just cut us dead. We’ve always more or less dished out our own sort of justice around here and I’ve never heard of anyone from the area joining the police. I know a lot of villains and they know me. No, Abbie, there will be a lot of folk who won’t take to the idea with enthusiasm.’

‘Will that bother you much?’

‘No, as long as my family and yours are behind us.’

‘I should think your mam and dad will be pleased, but I don’t know about my da, or Harry O’Brien, or even Red McClelland at the pub.’

‘Will you mind, Abbie? We’ll probably have to move. They don’t like you living somewhere they class as undesirable, that I do know.’

Abbie frowned. ‘I don’t know. How far away will we have to go?’

‘Oh, not that far. Anfield, Everton, Walton maybe.’

She nodded thoughtfully. ‘Not too far from Mam.’

‘Do you think maybe your Joan would let us stay with her?’

Abbie thought for a few seconds. ‘I really wouldn’t like to ask her. You know how she treasures everything in that house. The front parlour is like a shrine to Terry with photos all over the place. And I think she looks on it as a bolt-hole, somewhere she can have peace, perfect peace. She’s told me often enough, and I can’t say I blame her after being at Mam’s all day. Anyway, if we are going to have to move, I’d really like a place of my own.’

‘I haven’t even applied yet. Even now I might change my mind if there’s going to be too much opposition.’

Abbie raised her chin determinedly. ‘Mike, it’s the best chance we have of ever getting on in life. The professions - doctors or lawyers, jobs like that - are just out of the question, but the police, that’s different. They’re respected by decent people anyway. You don’t want to waste your life stuck in that shop all day, do you?’

‘No, I’ve always hated it. The only thing is, how will Da manage?’

‘He can get one of the lads in the street to help him. Pay him a few pennies. I can think of at least half a dozen who would jump at the offer.’ She got up from the table and sat on his knee. ‘Most people would get used to it. It’s only the real hard cases who hate the police. Most folk are really only wary and suspicious, that’s all. They’re like that with anyone who has a bit of authority, the housing inspector, the sanitary man. There are a lot of people who are terrified of Dr Wallace. No, never mind the opposition, you’ve got to try for it.’

‘Well, let’s sleep on it, and if we still feel the same way in the morning, I’ll go up to Hatton Garden and see if they’ll have me.’

‘Of course they’ll have you. You’re tall, you’re bright, you were in the Army and you’re honest, what more do they want?’

‘I don’t know, but we’ll sleep on it.’

She gave a little cry as he pinched her bottom. ‘That’s all you ever think of, Mike Burgess!’

‘How can I help myself when I married a wild, wanton woman?’

‘Stop it! They’ll hear us downstairs.’

‘They won’t, she’s as deaf as a post, I heard her say so herself.’

‘Oh, I’ll be glad to have a place of our own,’ she said, before his lips cut off the rest of her words.
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