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  Author’s Note




  I have taken some liberties with the dates and the movements of the 1st and 2nd Battalions of the King’s Regiment (Liverpool) though one or other of the Battalions did

  serve in the places mentioned.




  







  Contents




  Also by Audrey Howard


  

  Title page


  

  Copyright page


  

  

  



  

  Dedication page
  

  

  Author’s Note
    

  

  Chapter One




  Chapter Two




  Chapter Three




  Chapter Four




  Chapter Five




  Chapter Six




  Chapter Seven




  Chapter Eight




  Chapter Nine




  Chapter Ten




  Chapter Eleven




  Chapter Twelve




  Chapter Thirteen




  Chapter Fourteen




  Chapter Fifteen




  Chapter Sixteen




  Chapter Seventeen




  Chapter Eighteen




  Chapter Nineteen




  Chapter Twenty




  Chapter Twenty-one




  Chapter Twenty-two




  Chapter Twenty-three




  Chapter Twenty-four




  Chapter Twenty-five




  Chapter Twenty-six




  Chapter Twenty-seven




  Chapter Twenty-eight




  Chapter Twenty-nine




  Chapter Thirty




  Chapter Thirty-one




  Chapter Thirty-two




  Chapter Thirty-three




  Chapter Thirty-four




  Chapter Thirty-five




  Chapter Thirty-six




  Chapter Thirty-seven




  Chapter Thirty-eight




  Chapter Thirty-nine




  Chapter Forty




  







  Chapter One




  Celie was at the spuds when the boy was brought in and at once her somewhat preoccupied expression changed to one of sharp interest. The smoky-grey eyes which had been hazed

  with the tediousness of the task she had been put to became as clear as crystal and her rosy mouth popped open. She held her breath for a moment, her eyes and her mouth widening in anticipation,

  for surely here was something to put a bit of sparkle in her day and even, if she was lucky, get her away from the everlasting spuds.




  She was always at the spuds, was Celie. Apart from the time she spent at Prince Albert Road Board School where she had been a pupil for the last five years it seemed to her she occupied her

  every waking minute at the sink in the scullery and all on account of Mr Latimer having such a big family. Thirteen of them, with Mr and Mrs Latimer, and thirteen people, plus the servants, added

  up to an awful lot of spud peeling and it meant that Celie was up to her elbows in the potato water until the skin of her hands wrinkled like an old prune.




  Of course Kate was supposed to be working alongside her but Kate was of an indolent nature and when Cook’s eye was not immediately upon her she was inclined to slow down, her hands idle,

  her brain the same, in Celie’s scornful opinion. And when the pair of them, her and Kate, had finished the spuds there were the Brussels sprouts, the swedes, the turnips, the spring cabbage

  to be stripped and washed, peas to shell and carrots to scrub. Not that Celie minded really, even with Kate dawdling along beside her, because you had to make a start somewhere, didn’t you?

  Particularly when you meant to get on as Celie Marlow did. She had her eye on Cook’s job when Cook had finished with it, though naturally she’d said nothing to Cook. Well, she

  couldn’t, not yet, could she? Celie was ten years old.




  The boy was older than she was, she decided, with that keen interest she took in everything that went on about her and which was inclined to get her into trouble. He was tall, thin and

  wild-looking with a thatch of uncut, uncombed hair which fell about his ears and over the collar of his shirt. Celie especially noticed his hair because it was such an unusual colour. Like honey it

  was, with streaks of gold in it, just as though it was laced with sunlight and his eyes were the loveliest blue, the colour of hyacinths or a cornflower, and as bright as the crystals of dew which

  caught in a spider’s web on an autumn morning. They flashed all about the kitchen and Celie was reminded of that horse Mr Latimer had brought home a while back, a thoroughbred it was said to

  be, but which Mrs Latimer had declared far too wild for Master Richard to ride.




  ‘Take it back, Mr Latimer,’ she had commanded her husband, standing well away from the animal’s lethal skittish hooves, its frenzied rolling eyes. ‘It will not do,’

  Celie had heard her say in that high-nosed way Mrs Latimer had, for at the time Celie and Alfie Ash had been deep in the rhododendron shrubbery at the front of the house, dared by Alfie’s

  brother, Bertie, to get as near to the front steps as they could without being seen. Alfie, even at the age of five or so, was not one to refuse a dare.




  Of course Mr Latimer had obeyed at once for it was Mrs Latimer who was the mistress and master in this house, and if she saw the unwashed and ragged state of the creature who had just

  been led into her immaculate kitchen, there was no doubt in Celie’s mind she would say exactly the same thing about him as she had about the horse. The boy stood quite still, pulled as taut

  as the wire which her Pa had stretched about his own vegetable patch. Mr Ash’s hand was clamped tightly on his shoulder, just in case he took it into his head to do a bunk.




  ‘And who, may I ask, is this, Mr Ash?’ Cook asked the handyman tartly, her small, blackcurrant eyes travelling in horrified scrutiny from the boy’s riotous tangle of curls in

  which there was bound to be something nasty lurking, to the soles of his battered boots, which were bound to have brought something equally nasty onto her well-scrubbed kitchen floor.




  ‘The master found him.’




  ‘Found him?’ Cook’s voice was incredulous. If Mrs Latimer ruled this house and all who lived in it, then Cook ruled this kitchen and all who worked in it and though Mr

  Ash was outside and strictly speaking, did not come under her jurisdiction, it was all the same to her.




  ‘Aye,’ Mr Ash answered patiently, well used to Cook’s ways, as they all were, and taking no offence. ‘Down by t’docks, he were, only tryin’ ter gerron board

  the City of Richmond which was to sail within the hour.’




  ‘Never!’




  ‘Aye, an’ wi’out a ticket an’ all. He were about ter be hauled off to Inman’s offices in Water Street, it bein’ their vessel, when Mr Latimer come across him

  an’ if it hadn’t been fer him, they’d have charged lad as a stowaway for sure. They give him over in ter Mr Latimer’s custody, the master being well known an’ he

  brought ’im back ’ere. “See if yer can do summat with him, Ash,” he says, “or maybe Marlow could find him a job. He’s a bit young fer gaol,” he says, so

  here he is, Cook, an’ so far he hasn’t had a word ter say fer hisself.’




  Celie stood on tiptoe, making herself as tall as possible, her nose no more than an inch from the window of the partition which separated the scullery from the kitchen. The sink had been sited

  to accommodate a grown woman and not a ten-year-old child and Celie was forced to stand on a box in order to reach it. The sink was shallow and wide and next to it was the draining board on which

  an enormous bowl of unpeeled potatoes stood. To the back of her and between her and Kate, was a bucket of cold water in which each finished potato was flung. Years of practice had made their aim

  accurate and the bucket was half-filled with neat white ovals, the water in it preventing them from turning brown.




  The box on which Celie stood tilted dangerously but Celie righted it with a deftness born of long practice, balancing precariously on its edge in her effort not to miss a moment of the drama

  beyond the window. The door to the front house opened and through it came Dorcas and Fanny, the parlourmaids who had just served luncheon to Mrs Latimer and her daughters and for several moments

  the sound of their laughing voices and the clatter of the trays which they put on the table drowned out Cook’s words. Without thought for the consequences, so deep was her curiosity, Celie

  stepped down from her box, wiping her hands on the large square of sacking which served her for an apron, and crept to the doorway leading into the kitchen.




  ‘You’ll cop it if Cook sees you.’ Kate’s voice was hopeful since she liked nothing better than to see Celie Marlow in Cook’s bad books.




  ‘She won’t,’ Celie answered absently and seeing that Cook’s attention was completely absorbed by the strange boy, she edged a little further into the kitchen. Her eyes

  glowed. It was not often something came to brighten the drabness of Celie Marlow’s day and she did not mean to miss any of it.




  ‘Is that so,’ Cook was declaring ominously, folding her plump bare arms beneath the ample jut of her bosom in a way all the kitchen staff recognised. The maids about her pressed

  forward eagerly, ready to enjoy it since her displeasure was not directed at them. ‘Well, we’ll see about that. Now then, my lad, first of all we’ll have your name.’




  They waited with bated breath, Dorcas and Fanny whispering to Patsy, longing to know what was up. Patsy was the kitchen maid, Cook’s assistant. There was Mary and Lily who did the heavy

  cleaning and Kate, still at her post in the scullery, but none showed more fascination than Celie Marlow who as yet had no particular function in the kitchen and so was at everyone’s beck and

  call.




  The boy’s eyes darted from one to the other and he took a deep ragged breath but still he did not speak. His shirt was wet about the collar for it was a dank and raw November day and he

  was shivering. His threadbare jacket did not quite button at the front and the sleeves were far too short, revealing the bony slenderness of his wrists. His big-knuckled boy’s hands, which

  indicated the size of the man he would one day be, clenched nervously and as though he was suddenly aware of them, he shoved them deep in the pockets of his trousers. The stance he took up gave him

  a jaunty air of defiance and Cook took exception to it.




  ‘And we’ll have none of that, young man,’ she thundered. ‘Take your hands out of your pockets when you speak to me,’ though as yet he had said nothing, ‘and

  stand up straight, an’ all. We’ll have a bit of respect here, if you don’t mind.’




  The boy gave her his fall attention until she had finished speaking, then when she did, he turned to gaze about the spacious kitchen eyeing the enormous table which stood in its centre. Cook had

  knocked up a few scones for the servants’ tea and those that had just come out of the oven were cooling on a wire tray. The boy’s eyes dwelled on them for several seconds and Celie

  could feel the hunger in him just as though she suffered it herself but his wandering gaze moved on, studying the shelves lining the whitewashed walls where dozens of copper pans of every shape and

  size were stacked, each one burnished until Cook could see her face in it. For all the concern the boy showed, Cook’s heated remarks might have been directed at one of the others and Celie

  drew in her breath apprehensively. Nobody defied Cook, not if they wanted to avoid her displeasure, which was short, but sharp. Celie had felt it a time or two about her own ears. This was

  Cook’s domainand she ruled it with a rod of iron. She did not care for what she called “dumb insolence”, which meant anything from a sullen look to downright rebellion, though the

  latter had never yet happened in Celie’s time.




  ‘P’raps he’s deaf, Cook,’ Patsy giggled unwisely, turning to the other maids for recognition of her own wit.




  ‘Try not to be more stupid than you really are, Patsy,’ Cook told her with acid in her voice.




  ‘Sorry, Cook.’ Patsy’s smile died away.




  ‘And get back to them strawberries, if you please. They won’t hull themselves, will they?’




  ‘No, Cook.’




  ‘Well then, what’re you waiting for? This is not a side show.’




  ‘No, Cook.’




  The kitchen maid scuttled back to her post at the table where a glowing bowl of strawberries, brought in from the greenhouse half an hour since by Cec Marlow, were awaiting her attention. Celie,

  safe, as she thought, in the knowledge that Cook’s attention was elsewhere, crept a little closer to the excitement which had come to brighten her long and extremely hard-working

  Saturday.




  ‘You’d best not let Cook see you, Celie Marlow,’ Kate hissed from the scullery doorway, picking on the one person in the hierarchy of servants who was beneath her and

  could therefore be safely intimidated. She said it just loud enough for Cook to hear, but Cook was intent on some intimidation of her own and the words did not reach her.




  ‘Now listen here, young feller-me-lad. Mr Latimer has sent you here out of the goodness of his heart.’ Her hazardous gaze was no more than six inches from the boy’s face. They

  all knew what a good heart Mr Latimer had, and if this boy didn’t, then he’d soon learn. A kinder-hearted, more generous man didn’t walk this earth and she did not care to see his

  benevolence treated in the rude and indifferent manner this guttersnipe had assumed. Standing there like a young cock-o’-the-north, his hands in his pockets taking absolutely no notice of

  what she was saying to him and if it was the last thing she did she’d wipe that disdainful look off his face.




  ‘You should count your blessings that Mr Latimer got hold of you, my lad. In the Borough gaol you’d be by now if he hadn’t, and there’s no doubt you’d meet some

  queer customers in there, I can tell you, any one of them ready to . . . well . . . we’ll say no more about that but I hope you realise how lucky you are, boy? Now then, stop gawping around

  my kitchen, tell us your name and how you came to be stowing away on the City of Richmond and then I’ll see if there’s any of that mutton stew left we had for our dinner. You

  look as though a good feed wouldn’t do you any harm.’




  Cook was not unkind at heart. Strict, yes, but as she said a dozen times a day, mostly to herself, you had to be with six great girls ready to idle about the place the moment your back was

  turned. She didn’t include Celie Marlow in her accounting, for the child only worked Saturdays and an hour or two each weekday, and that because her father was gardener to Mr Latimer and her

  mother was dead. Cook had taken on Celie as a favour to Cec, keeping her out of mischief, her having no mother. The rest of them, well, give ’em an inch an’ they took a mile, lolling

  about the place as though they’d nothing better to do than stand and gossip. They weren’t what they used to be, maidservants, she was ready to tell anyone. Not as they had been in

  her day, and she blamed it on the schooling every Tom, Dick and Harry, and their female counterparts, had been granted sixteen years ago by the Education Act of 1870. Every child could go to

  school, the Act said, nomatter what their circumstances, and really what good did it do them? She herself could read, naturally, since she came from a good home and was an upper servant. She wrote

  a fair copperplate in the neatly bound and enormously thick recipe book which she meant to pass on one day to a girl she thought worthy of it. A girl with her own superb talent and imagination at

  the kitchen range. She’d not met such a paragon yet and not likely to, not with this ham-fisted lot she often thought sadly.




  ‘I’m waiting for an answer, young man.’ Cook’s face was a bright, enraged pink, becoming duskier with every moment the boy’s insolence continued, and Celie strained

  forward, her own young face rosy with the effort to drag a word from this foolhardy boy. Oh please, boy . . . speak . . . speak . . . tell Cook your name, she begged him, inside her head, of

  course. She didn’t know what Cook meant by “queer customers” in the Borough gaol but she certainly agreed with her about the boy’s good fortune in falling into Mr

  Latimer’s hands. He was the best master anyone could have, Celie’s Pa said so often. It didn’t matter who came to the back kitchen door – that’s if they got past Pa or

  Mr Ash – Mr Latimer had given orders that they were to be fed and, if they were in need of it, provided with some cast-off clothing which Mrs Latimer was to put aside for the purpose. And if

  Cook wasn’t so strict with the houseservants Celie knew they would have lounged about all day long, stuffing their faces with the good food the Master insisted on providing. Did one of them

  complain of a headache or a cold and news of it got to Mr Latimer, he’d have the sufferer in their bed with a hot-water bottle and the doctor sent for at once. He was soft with everyone. His

  own children, had it not been for Mrs Latimer, would have run wild, doing exactly as they pleased, he was so fond of them and so indulgent of their every whim, she had heard Mr Ash tell Pa. Of

  course, Mrs Latimer watched him like a hawk, curbing the worst of his over-enthusiastic knight errantry, or he would have been in queer street long ago, so she had heard Cook say, the way he flung

  his money about. Open-handed and big-hearted and forever bringing home waifs and strays for whom he found employment of one sort or another, as he seemed intent on doing with this boy.




  Celie did her best to make herself into the smallest possible target for Cook’s eagle eye, for it would be just her luck to be sent back to the scullery with Kate when she did so want to

  see what happened to this boy. If he didn’t answer Cook’s questions, continuing to defy her as he was doing, there was no doubt Cook would tell Mr Ash to haul him away and lock him in

  the shed. If he hadn’t the sense to recognise his own luck in finding a place in this benevolent household, then he’d best get back to the Borough gaol or at least be given some kind of

  work away from Briar Lodge, Cook would argue. There were factories and warehouses, labouring jobs on the docks or railways and with Mr Latimer’s influence, he’d have no trouble being

  placed. Cook wanted no sullen, ungrateful faces around her table and the sooner the boy was made aware of it the better.




  ‘Come on, young man, speak up,’ Cook continued ominously. ‘Cat got your tongue, has it? Tell us what you were doing tryin’ to get on that boat to New York.’




  Celie distinctly saw the boy’s face change. The cool expression of indifference, of inattention and another expression which seemed to her to be a sort of . . . of . . . heavy

  sadness, fled away and his face was lit up from the inside, the light beaming out of his lovely blue eyes like beacons. They shone suddenly with a bright awareness which fell warmly on all

  those about them.




  ‘I think you hit a nerve there, Cook.’ Mr Ash’s tone was laconic. The boy turned at once to look at him, then back to Cook, and he smiled. Oh, how he smiled! A great grin which

  revealed even, white teeth; which lifted the corners of his well-shaped mouth and narrowed his long eyes; which re-arranged the muscles beneath his smooth young skin into a shape of such joyful

  understanding, everyone was quite electrified. Celie could see it in all their faces. A response which brought smiles to their lips and eyes, a kind of flowing towards him, a feeling of fellowship

  which was quite amazing. Even Cook’s face softened and a look of wonderment clouded her eyes.




  ‘New York.’ The two words tumbled from between his lips exultantly and they all smiled and nodded, pressing closer to this quite startling boy who, with two words, had completely

  defused the hostile tension in the kitchen.




  ‘New York,’ he said again, his eyes sweeping the circle of their rapt faces, evidently waiting for them to answer. They looked at him expectantly. What would he say next? their eager

  expressions asked, urging him to open himself up to them for they were very willing to listen.




  ‘Yes? New York?’ Cook repeated encouragingly and Celie wanted to laugh, really she did for she had never seen Cook with such a soft look on her face. Not soft like the fur on

  the kittens which the kitchen tabby produced with tedious and awkward regularity but soft as in daft, half-witted, loony! And they all looked the same, even Mr Ash, watching

  the boy as though he was one of the entertaining acts she had heard tell of at the Music Hall in Liverpool. As though he was going to break into a song and dance for their amusement. All he’d

  said were two words, for goodness sake: New York, and what was so damned clever about that, and yet they were all studying him as though he’d repeated from beginning to end that lovely

  poem Miss Entwistle had told them about the other day at school. “A host of golden daffodils”, it was called, and Celie had thought it was quite breathtaking.




  ‘Yes?’ Cook nodded her head smilingly at the boy. ‘Yes . . . New York? Did you want to get there, is that it? Is that why you were trying to get on the boat?’




  ‘New York,’ the boy said again looking appealingly from one face to the other, his eyes bright and warm and lovely, at least Celie thought so. He held out his hands which were

  exceedingly dirty, palm upwards, and lifted his shoulders in a gesture which clearly asked something of them and without realising she was doing it, and certainly without thought or care for the

  consequences, Celie moved round the table, and across the scrubbed flags until she stood directly in front of him. Even Cook felt compelled to move aside at the strangeness of it and Mr Ash’s

  hand fell from the boy’s shoulder. It was as though they were all in a trance, from Mr Ash and Cook, right down through the ranks of the servants to this lowliest of them all. The little

  kitchen skivvy who was the daughter of the gardener.




  They waited for her to speak but it was several moments before she did. She came barely to the boy’s chin, a comical figure in her old working boots, her wrinkled stockings which had once

  belonged to Miss Prudence who was a year older than Celie, her short skirt and drab cotton top and the enormous sacking apron which enfolded her in its coarse embrace from neck to ankle. On her

  head and resting in its enormity on her small neat ears – otherwise it would have slipped over her face – was a cap of balloon-like proportions lolling slightly to one side.




  They studied one another. The lanky boy and the comical child. Bright blue eyes looked steadily into soft, velvet grey, the expression in them one of curiosity. The silence was deep and unusual

  as though even these servants about them, everyday, ordinary, no-nonsense kind of servants, sensed something that was unique. The boy’s face was soft, still with a slight smile about his

  mouth and on it was a questioning expression which said he knew she was going to speak and he was waiting, for what she had to say would be important.




  Celie was very serious. Squaring her shoulders she placed her hand firmly on her flat chest. She patted it a couple of times and the boy watched, fascinated. They all did. They were all

  fascinated.




  ‘Me Celie Marlow,’ then she pointed at the boy. ‘You . . . ?’ He knew at once what she meant and his bewitched smile flew at her like a homing bird. Placing his hand on

  his own chest he spoke two words, first to Celie, then repeated them round the circle of his spellbound audience.




  ‘Anders Sigbjörn,’ he enunciated carefully.




  ‘What did he say?’ Cook asked doubtfully.




  ‘Beats me.’ Mr Ash was clearly disappointed.




  ‘It’s his name, Cook,’ Celie ventured and the occasion was so extraordinary Cook had nothing to say on the matter of Celie’s behaviour.




  ‘It doesn’t sound like any name I know.’




  ‘Perhaps he’s a foreigner,’ Dorcas offered. ‘There’s a lot of ’em hanging about the docks waiting for the immigration ships.’




  ‘You could be right, Dorcas. Are . . . you . . . a . . . foreigner?’ Cook mouthed loudly, under the impression, as most people like her were, that if you

  spoke loudly enough and slowly enough, the person to whom you addressed your question would be bound to understand. At the glass partition Kate had her nose pressed to the window, unwilling to miss

  a word spoken or a gesture made by this mysterious boy who, it seemed, was a foreigner. The kitchen was filled with the delicious smell of baking, for Cook’s second batch of scones, put in

  the oven before the disturbance began, was evidently ready to come out.




  ‘Lord, me scones,’ she said, suddenly remembering, the fragrant aroma triggering off that instinct which told her, without looking at the clock or counting the minutes, that what she

  had put in the oven was ready to come out. ‘See, Dorcas, fetch those scones out of the oven or they’ll be burned to a crisp, whilst I see to this lad. Fanny, make the tea, there’s

  a good lass, and then fetch the butter and a pot of my strawberry jam from the pantry. And get from under my feet, Celie Marlow. I can’t imagine what you think you’re doing out here

  where you’ve no right to be. Those potatoes will be needed in five minutes if they’re to go in with the roast. Now then, Mr Ash, while you’re here you won’t say no to a nice

  hot buttered scone, will you, and you . . . what’s a name . . .’ turning to the boy, ‘go and wash your hands and face before you sit down at my table. No, don’t just

  stand there . . . Go . . . and . . . wash . . . your . . . hands, oh, lands sakes, Mr Ash, take him to the washhouse, will you, and show him what to do. See,

  Patsy, warm up that mutton stew for the lad’ll need more than scones inside him if he’s to give Mr Marlow a hand. Fancy, a foreigner in my kitchen. Who’d have thought it.

  What did he say his name was, Mr Ash? Sounded like Dan something or other to me.’




  For several minutes there was pandemonium in the kitchen and a casual observer might have been forgiven for thinking a banquet was about to be prepared instead of a simple cup of tea and a scone

  or two. There was much brisk stirring and beating, the crashing of pans as Cook set about some task of her own, the noisy placing of plates and mugs and cutlery on the table for the servants’

  tea and with a great sigh Celie dragged herself back to her box at the scullery sink and thrust her hands into the water in which the potato peelings drifted. She found the discarded knife and,

  picking another potato from the basket beside her, began her neat removal of its skin. Whilst she was at it, she kept an eye on the back kitchen door for the return of the boy. Anders . . . that

  was his name, though what had come after had sounded just like a sneeze to her. And it was her who had discovered it, not Cook, or Mr Ash, who had both been ready to chuck him out for his

  insolence. Her,Celie Marlow! She was the one who had realised that he was not insolent or deaf or half-witted but a foreigner in a foreign land who could not understand a word that was said to him.

  And how was he to manage all by himself if he couldn’t speak the language, and how had he got to Liverpool? She deftly cut the potato into pieces exactly the size Cook liked for her

  “roast” as she pondered on the plight of this strange addition to the Latimer household.




  They came back, him and Mr Ash. The boy’s face was all bright and shining, his wet hair slicked back and Celie’s hands, beginning to pucker again at the finger ends, became still,

  and her crystal grey eyes narrowed in sharp concentration. She didn’t want to miss what Cook might say to him and, more importantly, what he might say to Cook.




  ‘If you ask me he should go back where he come from,’ Kate said peevishly, chucking a potato in the bucket with such force the water slopped over the rim onto the floor.




  ‘. . . comin’ over here an’ taking jobs from English lads. My cousin Frank’d give his eye teeth for job as gardener’s lad here. A crying shame it is . .

  .’




  ‘Ssh!’ Celie hissed, terrified Kate’s whining voice might prevent her from hearing what was being said beyond the glass partition.




  ‘Don’t you shush me, Celie Marlow . . .’




  ‘Oh, be quiet.’




  ‘Well! wait till I tell Cook you cheeked me, you little . . .’




  Kate was bridling up to Celie who, standing on her box, was exactly the same height as Kate. She’d have no lip from a kitchen skivvy, Kate’s truculent expression said, especially one

  who was only ten years old, two years younger than she was. Kate might only be a scullery maid but she was far above this impudent kid and for two pins, when Cook wasn’t looking, of course,

  she’d box her ears until they rang.




  ‘Celie.’ The voice was hesitant.




  It was perhaps the absolute silence in the kitchen behind her which warned Kate that something was happening. There was no clatter of cup against saucer, no murmur of voices nor sounds of chairs

  being moved and for some reason the hairs at the back of her neck prickled.




  When she turned she did so slowly, recoiling away from the tall thin figure who stood in the doorway.




  He was smiling, but not at her. He was holding out his hand, but not to her. His eyes were warm, but not for her.




  ‘Celie,’ he said again, quite distinctly but in it was a strange twist of his tongue almost as though the “C” was not “C” but “SH”. He gestured

  towards the table in the kitchen, then beneath the open-mouthed gaze of those who watched he bowed to the astonished child, just a small bending of his neck before taking her hand. He helped her

  down from her box as though she was royalty descending from her carriage, led her through the scullery door to the table and with a smile of such sweet charm she could not possibly resist, bowed

  again to Cook before seating Celie in the chair next to his. A heaped plate of mutton stew steamed where he had been sitting.




  ‘Well,’ Cook gasped, ‘he’s got nice manners whoever he is but, my Lord, has he got a lot to learn before he fits into this household. Now then, girl, see if you can get

  it out of him where he comes from, where he was going, and why!’




  







  Chapter Two




  The servants were staggered by the way the new boy and young Celie Marlow seemed able to communicate with one another. At first he spoke not a scrap of English except the words

  “New York”, “Celie”, “yes” and “no”, and the kid spoke not a word of whatever language he gabbled and yet by means of some sort of comical

  pantomime, a gesture of the hand, a wag of the head, a smile, a string of words from him, some from her, a charade which fascinated those who watched, they could understand one another. They each

  seemed able to determine exactly what the other meant by these mimes and garbled dialogue and there was none of the impatience and exasperation between them which the other servants could not help

  but feel in their dealings with him.




  ‘Will you have one egg or two, boy, and how about a piece of fried bread?’ Cook would ask him, as she had asked the others, from her stand by the range, throwing the question over

  her harassed shoulder since this was a busy part of her day. There was the master and the older children who ate together to see to, nursery breakfasts to be got ready and which the nursery maid

  collected, the mistress’s tray of hot tea, lemon and wafer-thin unbuttered toast to be sent up to her room, not to mention half a dozen servants waiting and it was no hot tea, lemon and

  unbuttered toast for them but fried eggs, crisp bacon, fried mushrooms and kidney, sausages, fried tomatoes and fried bread, for those who worked manually, as her lot did, liked to do it on

  a full stomach. The boy, who sat at the kitchen table, always had his knife and fork at the ready, which she supposed was only natural since he had been half-starved when Mr Ash brought him in.




  ‘Yes,’ he would answer, ready to smile engagingly at anyone who looked in his direction, since “yes” was one of the words he knew and if it was to do with food, he never

  answered in the negative.




  ‘Yes, what? one or two? Come on boy, I’ve not got all day. Is it one or two eggs?’, though why she asked she really didn’t know since it was usually two and more often

  than not, three!




  The boy would nod, his eyes on the frying pan.




  ‘Yes . . .’ This time hesitantly.




  ‘Do . . . you . . . want . . . one . . . egg . . . or . . . two?’ The boy, realising that something important was being asked of him about his

  breakfast and that the provider of it was becoming irritated, would turn anxiously to Celie, as Cook did. Celie would put her hand on his arm and with a signal which involved her fingers, her

  eyebrows and her most serious expression, she would convey the question to him, at the same time speaking the words in a slow, careful tone. She would point to the egg, the frying pan, at Cook, the

  plate and at him, holding up first one finger, then two, mouthing the names of each object, watching his lips intently as he watched hers, making him say the words over and over again until she was

  satisfied.




  Cook would become even more irritated. ‘Lands sakes, girl, there’s no need for speechifying. Can’t you just ask him without all that fuss? I’ve others to cook for besides

  him, you know,’ one hand holding the pan, the other waiting impatiently with the egg which she could crack neatly and cleanly – with that one hand – into the hot fat with the

  dexterity of a magician.




  ‘I’m teaching him to speak English, Cook. He’ll never learn else. He’s doing right well, an’ all. I say the words and he says them after me . . .’




  ‘Yes, yes, I realise that, girl, but this bacon fat’s going to catch fire if I don’t get the eggs in . . . oh, and don’t forget to ask him about the fried

  bread.’




  Eat! She’d never seen anyone – and she’d served a few good eaters in her time – put it away like young Dan Smith, as it appeared the boy was to be called, and you could

  certainly see the difference in him as the weeks went by, Cook told herself with great satisfaction, since there was no doubt in her mind that his improved appearance was down to her, a kind of

  supple, healthy glowing, like that of a young puppy thriving on its mother’s milk, a filling out of the hollows, an added brightness to his eyes, a straightening of his youthful back and

  shoulders, an elastic spring to his step. First at the table was the new lad, and last to leave, stoking himself at every meal as though he hadn’t eaten for days, giving serious

  consideration, and bringing a good deal of enjoyment to every dish Cook put in front of him and when it was finished catching her attention and when he had it, smiling and rubbing his stomach to

  let her know how good it had been. Youcouldn’t help warming to him, really you couldn’t, but it was so dratted inconvenient having to wait for young Celie to come home from school to

  find out what the dickens he was getting at, at times.




  There was the question of his clothes, for instance. Though they were far too small for him and none too clean, would he be parted from them? Not he! Cook had instructed George Ellis to take him

  into the washhouse before Madge Evans, the daily laundry maid, turned up. ‘Strip him off,’ she told George. ‘Fill the bath,’ referring to the one which hung on the wall and

  was used by the “outside” men, ‘tip him in it and get him to give himself a damn good scrub,’ and then, when he was as clean as Cook liked things to be clean he was to be

  put in the underdrawers, the long-sleeved woollen vest, the good woollen shirt, cord breeches and the tweed jacket Mr Latimer had provided for him. There were long, serviceable woollen socks and a

  stout pair of ankle boots and even a jaunty cap, but when the time came the boy took fright, running off towards the bit of wood at the back of the house and only Cec Marlow’s intervention

  had stopped him from jumping the six foot high wall which surrounded the property, and hot-footing it for town.




  ‘’Tis only for your own good, boy,’ Cook said to him firmly when he was brought before her. ‘Look at the state of you. Lands sakes, those trousers are half-way up your

  legs and your elbows are coming out of the jacket. You’re not decent, lad. You’re getting too big to be . . . well . . . squashed into those pants and if anyone outside the gates was to

  see you, they’d wonder what Mr Latimer was thinking of, letting one of his servants go about like you do. It’s not right. And will you look at them boots,’ pointing to his feet,

  which he did, following her finger. ‘You can’t wear them for much longer, not with the soles flapping like that. See, won’t you go and have a good hot bath and then put on these

  clothes Mr Latimer left for you.’ She smiled encouragingly. They’re good and warm and you can’t expect to stay in them things for ever, can you?’ again pointing to the

  offending garments. The boy lookeddown at them and from his action Cook took it that he understood, but of course he didn’t, he was merely following her finger and when, satisfied, she told

  George to return him to the washhouse and to look lively because Madge would be here shortly, the whole rigmarole was repeated.




  Celie knew at once what was up with him, though God knows how, Cook said distractedly. She’d not let that ragamuffin back in her kitchen, she had threatened him, telling him to be off from

  her back door but when he huddled on the doorstep in the chill November morning she had relented, thrusting a thick bacon sandwich at him with one hand, at the same time and for good measure,

  boxing his ears with the other.




  ‘He doesn’t want to part with them, Cook,’ Celie explained importantly when she came home from school, gazing up with complete understanding into the boy’s face, reaching

  for his hand and holding it comfortingly between her own.




  ‘Doesn’t want to part with them! Lands sakes, whatever next? They’re not fit for dusters. What’s the matter with the boy, for goodness sake. There’s a

  perfectly good, decent set of clothes here for him to wear and he refuses to put them on. Doesn’t he want to be warm and dry? I never heard anything like it in my life . . .’




  ‘His Ma put him in them, Cook,’ Celie cut in and Cook was silenced immediately. In Celie’s smoky grey eyes was a deep and sorrowful understanding since she too had lost her Ma

  and she knew exactly how she would feel if she were to be forcibly parted from anything her Ma had given her. Not that her Ma ever had but she thought she knew what it would be like and this boy,

  whose Ma was, apparently, no longer with him, would want to cling to something, no matter how dirty and tattered, that had his Ma’s hand on them.




  ‘Aah . . .’ Cook touched his shoulder hesitantly, apologetically, regretting the boxed ears, ‘. . . I wonder where she is, his Ma?’ Then, as though to say she’d no

  time to be dithering about here, she squared her shoulders and raised an imperious head ‘. . . nevertheless, he’s got to get into them duds, Celie, and he’s to have a bath first,

  tell him . . . tell him Madge Evans’ll wash what he’s got on and he can hang on to them, if he wants to.’




  They called him Dan. Celie kept insisting that his name was Anders. She’d even written it down for Cook on a bit of paper but the servants couldn’t shape with such a foreign,

  awkward thing on their tongues, they said, or at least Cook did, and naturally, what Cook decreed was law in the kitchen.




  ‘Oh, Dan’s nice and easy, girl, and it sounds near enough to whatever it says on that there bit of paper. If he’s to settle in here, he’d be better off with a good plain

  English name, stands to reason,’ and Celie could not help but agree with her. ‘Tell him, will you, girl,’ just as though Celie could speak the language, whatever it was, that

  tripped off the boy’s tongue.




  ‘Get him to say something, Celie,’ the servants would beg her when they all sat round the table during the servants’ tea-time, just as though he was one of those performing,

  scarlet-jacketed monkeys perched on the shoulder of the organ grinders who plied their trade in Canning Place. Mr and Mrs Latimer dined at seven. Mr Latimer, who was a partner in the export and

  import firm of Noble Shippers in Water Street, did not return home until six o’clock. He liked to spend half an hour in the nursery with the younger children, getting them so giddy with

  excitement, Nanny Ella could do nothing with them, she complained to Cook, who was the only servant whose standing Nanny Ella thought approached her own amongst those who were employed at Briar

  Lodge. The younger children had nursery tea at five o’clock and the three older ones, Master Richard, Miss Anne and Master Alfred, seventeen, fifteen and thirteen years of age respectively,

  were allowed, when the boys werehome from school, to dine with their Mama and Papa. So it was often after nine, or later if there were guests for dinner, before the servants had what Cook described

  as a bit of something substantial inside them. To keep them going until then, just as though they might fade away to nothing whilst they waited, they usually had “tea” at five.

  Sandwiches of whatever cold meat was left over from the previous night’s meal, or the children and Mrs Latimer’s luncheon, cheese, pickles, put up by Cook of course. No bought

  stuff for her, fresh crusty bread with lashings of best butter, hot scones and jam, again made by Cook. A couple of fruit pies, perhaps, and a fruit cake since they needed to keep

  their strength up.




  The Latimer children came down to inspect him when news of the “foreigner” reached the nursery, ready to be fascinated by this strange species which had ended up in their

  Mama’s kitchen. The older boys would not bother of course, even if they had been at home, which they weren’t, for now that they went away to school they considered they had been out in

  the world and were well acquainted with persons from other countries. Master Richard was in his last year at his father’s old public school, Master Alfred was in his third year and Master

  Robert his first. They mixed with boys, not only from many parts of England but from many parts of the empire, India and such places, with boys who spoke with strange accents and whose skin was not

  the same colour as theirs, so young Dan would not be the curiosity to them that he was to the young Latimers.




  ‘Now then, Miss Prudence, don’t you go getting flour on that there pretty dress of yours or Nanny Ella will have something to say about it, and see, Master James, put that rolling

  pin down before you crack open Miss Katherine’s skull. Now then, Miss Margaret, get from under my feet. Why don’t the four of you sit down round the table and you shall have one of my

  almond squares, or a shortbread perhaps. Look, Patsy’s just iced some biscuits, now what would you like, Miss Prudence, one with a flower on it . . . no, don’t squabble, there’s

  plenty to go round . . .’




  ‘We’ve come to see the new boy, Cook,’ Prudence, who was eleven, said politely, her small tongue delicately licking the pale pink icing flower from its chocolate background and

  Celie, from her position at the scullery sink, watched her enviously through the dividing window for she would dearly have loved to sit at her ease and eat Cook’s iced biscuits dressed as

  Miss Prudence was. Miss Prudence had a self-assurance, a self-esteem, the haughty self-confidence of her class together with a pale prettiness which Celie, having no conception of her own

  fledgeling beauty, wished could be hers. Miss Prudence wore what every little girl of her age and social standing wore. Attitudes towards children’s clothing were changing as the century drew

  towards its last decade and the fashion of dressing little girls in smaller but exact replicas of what their Mamas wore was becoming rare. Mrs Latimer’s three young daughters had on

  ankle-length dresses of lawn with widesashes. They were smocked across the bodice, high-necked with long sleeves which had a faint whisper of the “leg o’ mutton” about them. Their

  hair, all exactly the same colour, was tied back in enormous satin bows. None had the curls necessary for the ringlets which were fashionable and so each night they slept in the “curling

  papers” Nanny Ella rolled laboriously in their soft brown hair. The two smallest boys, who at twelve months and two years were considered too young to leave the nursery, had not yet been

  “breeched” of course, and were still encumbered by dresses abounding in frills and flounces, lace, ribbons and fine embroidery. Mrs Latimer approved strongly of white, especially next

  to the skin since white had the advantage of showing dirt and was therefore hygienic, and the four children around the table were dressed in that colour, even Master James in his “Jack Tar

  Demi Suit” which consisted of jersey knickerbockers and ablouse, loose and comfortable, and allowing free movement, which was a mistake in Cook’s opinion as she watched the child

  clamber over the bench, the table, the back of her chair, like some playful kitten.




  ‘Well, he’s not here, Miss Prudence,’ she replied in answer to the child’s statement. ‘He has a job to do, you know, just like your Papa.’




  ‘I know, we saw him with Marlow when we were walking with Nanny Ella but she wouldn’t let us stop to talk to him.’




  I bet she wouldn’t, Cook thought, imagining Nanny hurrying her charges past the foreigner as though he was some dreadful bit of flotsam the tide had brought in and deposited in their path.

  By now, of course, young Dan was tricked out in the good, second-hand garments, probably once belonging to Master Richard, that Mr Latimer kept for those whose need was great, and would have been

  perfectly presentable, but he would be far beneath Nanny Ella’s and therefore the children’s notice.




  ‘Marlow said they would be in for a brew directly so we came down as soon as we could,’ Prudence continued, daintily licking the chocolate from her fingers whilst Cook shuddered at

  what Nanny would say if she heard her charge use the word “brew”. The child was completely unconcerned by the antics of her younger brother since it was not her responsibility to

  curb him. That was the job of the servants whom her father employed and Cook sighed as she heaved young Master James from the imminent danger of the open range where it seemed he was intent on

  “peeping” into the oven beside it for some more of Cook’s shortbreads.




  ‘See, Dorcas, take this young imp and strap him to the bench will you? How am I expected to cook luncheon with this lot under my feet, tell me that? Now put those almond squares down, Miss

  Margaret. You’ve already had three. Do as you’re told now or it’s out you go, the lot of you. Patsy, where are you, girl? I need that saddle of lamb basted and there’s the

  mint sauce to be made. Oh, lands sakes, Master James, will you put that knife down. D’you want to cut your sister’s throat . . . ?’




  It seemed Cook was about to land Master James one, Celie was sure, and didn’t he deserve it but just at that moment, the back door opened and bringing with them the damp smell of leaves, a

  whiff of woodsmoke from the fire on which they had been burning them, and the raw chill which is peculiar only to the end of the year, Dan and her Pa came into the kitchen. Pa smiled at her before

  seating himself at the table, as far away from the Latimer children as possible since, though he had her, he was not easy in a child’s company. Dan moved to the table with him, seating

  himself quite naturally between Master James and Miss Margaret, who was only four.




  The children, for some reason, became as still as little mice, staring up at him with wide eyes, their rosebud mouths slightly open. Perhaps it was the way he sat between them, a good-humoured

  and unselfconscious action to which they were not accustomed. Their mother treated them with reserve, their father with too much exuberance, or so both Mrs Latimer and Nanny Ella thought. The

  servants, to whom they were usually a nuisance as they worked about the “front” house, the kitchen and the gardens, were often impatient with them but Dan grinned, putting an arm round

  Master James’s neck in the kind of grip older brothers sometimes use on a younger, but gently. He said something, reaching for one of Cook’s shortbreads, then breaking it in two,

  offered half to the boy, popping the other half in his own mouth.




  ‘Now then, lad, he’s had enough,’ Cook admonished, but half-heartedly. Margaret leaned confidingly against him staring at his mouth as she did her best to decipher the words

  which came from it and she and Katherine, who was almost five, jostled to get near him. His own face was soft and pleased as he lifted Margaret on to his knee.




  ‘Well, you’ve certainly got a knack with little ’uns.’ Cec sipped the almost black tea Cook had put before him and reached for a shortbread. Though they had both

  thoroughly washed their hands beneath the washhouse tap before they came in, his hands had the ground-in earth of the garden engraved in every crease and beneath his fingernails.




  Dan turned to him as he spoke and said two words which everyone in the kitchen recognised as names. One was Birgit, the other Margareta, the rest was gibberish as far as they were

  concerned. He took the second little girl on his other knee, holding them both close with gentle arms and they made no objection, resting comfortably against him and again he looked at Cec. He said

  something else unintelligible, shaking his head with a sadness which moved Cook’s heart painfully in her breast and caused Cec to swallow uncomfortably. Those names he had spoken meant

  something to him, obviously, and in a way that was to do with the children, and he was trying to tell them what it was but it was beyond any of them.




  They did not see a lot of Dan for he spent most of his time with Mr Marlow working at the gardener’s command which somehow he made the boy understand. Show him something and he soon got

  the hang of it, even if they couldn’t tell him how to go about it, and he was a hard worker, too, Mr Ash, who often “borrowed” Dan from the gardener, confided to Cook, and

  strong. No one knew where he’d come from or how he came to be alone in Liverpool, but he settled in and was no trouble and when Mr Latimer put his first month’s wages in his hand, he

  seemed quite bewildered.




  ‘Tell him it’s his to do with as he likes, Celie,’ Cook said when with the rest of the servants, he returned to the kitchen, the seven shillings Mr Latimer had given him

  resting on the palm of his big square hand. ‘He seems fair flummoxed. Don’t they get any wages where he comes from? Don’t . . . they . . . get . . .

  wages . . . where . . . you come . . . from, Dan?’ she mouthed loudly. The lad looked from the money and then round the circle of interested faces.




  ‘New York,’ he said.




  ‘What is he on about now?’




  ‘I don’t know, Cook.’ Dorcas was preoccupied with counting her own wage and her reply was absent-minded. Besides, they were getting used to Dan by now and those two words he

  would keep repeating had begun to get on her nerves as they did on everyone else’s but Celie’s. He could say the servants’ names and understand one or two simple commands

  like “sit down” and “come here” which young Celie had taught him but when you can’t hold a proper two-way conversation with someone it gets a bit wearing after a time,

  those in the kitchen agreed.




  It was Celie who answered.




  ‘He wants to go there, Cook.’




  ‘Well, I can’t think why,’ Cook grumbled. ‘What more could a lad want than a grand job with Mr Latimer? And would you look at the way he eats. He’d not get that in

  New York.’




  ‘Why not, Cook?’




  ‘Why not? Because he wouldn’t, that’s all.’




  ‘Don’t they feed their servants there, Cook?’




  ‘Don’t you cheek me, Celie Marlow, or I’ll box your ears for you.’




  ‘I was only wondering, Cook.’




  ‘Well, don’t wonder. Just get stuck into them veg and hold your tongue. It’s none of your business.’




  Celie Marlow, Cook had observed more than once, had a bright and inquisitive mind, an almost obsessive interest in everything that went on about her, even if it was nothing to do with her. She

  would fix her intense and earnest concentration on you and ask you the most awkward questions, as innocent as you please, and watch while you did your best to find an answer. Cook had found the

  best course to take was simply to tell her to mind her own job and let others mind theirs, though it didn’t always work. A little slip of a thing whose bright spirit, no matter what you said

  or did, just would not be stifled. Not that Cook tried to break it, for truth to tell she couldn’t help having a soft spot for the girl who had grown up with no mother’s care, which

  probably accounted for it. She was as dainty and fragile as a scrap of lace with her clear, translucent grey eyes, the fine cream and rose of her skin and the tumble of dark, feathered curls about

  her head. A bit of delicate gossamer to be blown about by a thread of wind, which was exactly what she was not. Strong and enduring she was, interested in everything was Celie Marlow, and

  ready to get into trouble because of it before Cook took her in hand, with her poor Pa at his wits’ end when he had been forced to leave her in the none too capable hands of Mrs Ash. Mrs Ash,

  though a somewhat careless mother, had been none too pleased when five-year-old Celie Marlow, whose imagination was fertile, set her lads, who had as much imagination as the cauliflowers in

  Cec’s vegetable garden, to wondering how the world would look from the branches of the tallest oak tree in the wood. Boys climbed trees of course, everyone expected that, but not to the

  topmost branches where they, and Celie, had been trapped for three hours. And what about the time when they had dammed the fast-flowing stream which ran at the back of the cottages? Only a couple

  of inches deep until Celie Marlow put hervivid mind to work when, with a clutter of mud, stones and a small log across it, it became three feet deep and only George Ellis’s sharp hearing had

  saved the drowning two-year-old Ethel Ash from coming to a watery end. Thank God Celie was about to go to school, Mrs Ash was heard to say, and when she got home, was to be put in Cook’s firm

  guardianship.




  Celie got no wages because she was too young to be in full employment. Peeling the spuds and cleaning the veg was not considered real work and as her Pa lived free in an estate cottage

  and had the use of a bit of ground behind it to grow his own vegetables, it seemed fair enough. When she left school in four years’ time, she’d work a full day in the kitchens, it was

  generally agreed, and until then she “helped out”. It suited her Pa who really had no idea what to do with, or make of, the girl child his wife had left him, and it suited Cook because

  Celie did well at the spuds. She was, as Cook had expected her to be, inordinately interested in everything that went on about her. She had a quite astonishing fascination with and an affinity for

  whatever Cook was doing and was already beginning to cause trouble in the kitchen, even at ten years of age. Cook had been forced to reprimand her more than once for hanging about the centre table

  where Cook did allher preparation. Patsy was kitchen maid and Cook’s right hand, and it was Patsy who was being trained up to be a cook herself one day. Not that Cook had much hope for her.

  Patsy was clean and tidy and followed Cook’s instructions to the letter but there was no heart in her, no flair, no imagination which to Cook, was the very sum and substance of

  what made up a proper cook. There were thousands of competent women who could produce a decent meal or a fancy cake, but they did not quite reach that pinnacle of creativity which made a

  superb cook out of a good one.




  Cook often deplored the fact that she had not been born a man for there was no doubt in her mind that had she been, she would have climbed up there to the top beside the greats, César

  Ritz or the magnificence of Escoffier himself and Cook sometimes wondered, when she saw Celie Marlow with her little uptilted nose stuck in some dish or other which was none of her business,

  whether Celie might be the same as herself. She seemed to Cook, despite being no more than ten years old, to have that keen sense of curiosity – that was pretty obvious of course – not

  just in what ingredients should be put together to make the mixture into a . . . well, what in Cook’s case, always turned out to be a miracle of perfection, but in how the miracle

  happened. She quite enjoyed the child’s wide-eyed fascination with what made the chocolate soufflé rise. How the whisking of egg whites and sugar achieved the wonder

  known as meringue, why was aerated bread different from wheatened bread and a hundred and one questions which Patsy never thought to ask nor even considered there was anything to be asked

  about. Accepted everything Cook told her without a scrap of curiosity as to how it came about. Patsy would make some household a good plain cook one of these days and none in it any the

  worse for it, she supposed, but what was to become of Cec Marlow’s little lass was anybody’s guess.




  







  Chapter Three




  Dan Smith, once Anders Sigbjörn, had at the age of twelve come from Gothenburg in Sweden on a steamer bound for Hull accompanied by his parents and two young sisters. They

  were to sail for New York where, they hoped, believed that, along with the millions of others who had gone before them they would find a better life than the one they had known in the old country.

  Only just above destitution level they had been there and it had taken Anders’ father a long, wearying time to put together the money needed for the tickets – and a little bit besides

  – for the five of them.




  They had finally reached Liverpool where much of the immigrant traffic of Europe to the “new worlds” began but being of simple peasant stock, trusting and unwary, they were soon

  parted from their tickets by an “official”, who told them, in pantomime, that it would take no longer than five minutes to have them “checked out” and that they and their

  luggage must wait just by the Pier Head until he returned.




  They waited for five hours and even then, unable to speak or understand a word of English, Anders’ father could not make the porter he accosted comprehend what had happened to them.




  ‘Nowt ter do wi’ me, lad. See the immigration people,’ the porter bellowed before throwing off the frantic hand of the jabbering foreigner.




  They had watched in total disbelief, Anders and his family, as the ship on which they were to sail, the berths for which they had paid presumably filled by now by the passengers to whom the

  “official” had sold them, cast off and edged its way out into the wide river Mersey.




  His father had just enough spare cash, meant to support them for a week or two in New York whilst he and Anders found work, to purchase a bit of deck space for himself, his wife and his two

  small daughters on a filthy old steamer taking salt to New York. They had sold everything, even the family’s change of clothing, leaving them nothing but what they stood up in and certainly

  nothing on which they might exist until his father found work when they got there. Despairing, distraught, his mother collapsing and carried aboard the ship, his sisters wailing their terror, young

  Anders Sigbjörn had been left behind to fend for himself.




  ‘I’ll find work and follow when I’ve got a ticket,’ he promised his father desperately. ‘With only myself I’ll soon have another berth. You must go, take

  Mother and the girls and it won’t be long before I’ll be with you. Leave your name and address at the Customs Office in New York. Go, you must go. I’m strong. I’ll find work

  . . .’




  It had taken many months for the full story of young Anders Sigbjörn to emerge, many months before he had enough command of the English language to tell Celie and Cook, who in turn told Mr

  Latimer, why he had been doing his best to stow away on the City of Richmond bound for New York. When he did, giving the names of his parents, the name of the ship they had sailed on, Mr

  Latimer had gone at once to the authorities to ascertain the whereabouts of the Sigbjörn family.




  Oh yes, they said, the owners of the filthy old steamer, it had docked in New York, as far as they could tell, at about that time but Mr Latimer must be aware that almost a year had gone by and

  how, even so, were they supposed to keep track of every passenger they took on board? Once they arrived at Ellis Island, which was the entry point for all immigrants, they were no longer the

  shipping line’s responsibility.




  Mr Latimer knew a great many people in the world of ships and shipping, Cook said as she comforted young Dan in those first anxious months, and who better than he to find his family? If

  they’d left their name and address . . . yes, yes, she knew they wouldn’t have an address when they arrived, but Dan’s Pa would go back to the Customs Officials as soon as

  they were settled, wouldn’t he? and leave a forwarding address.




  None of them, least of all Cook, had the faintest notion of the chaos and confusion which reigned as thousands upon thousands of men, women and children, not one speaking a word of English,

  poured into the limitless enormity of the United States of America from every country in Europe and Scandinavia. Many had names which the harassed officials – concerned only with the health

  of the newcomers – could not pronounce so they were given new ones, simple ones, ones that they could get their tongue round and as they were passed through they just vanished, the

  great continent swallowing them like so many drops of water going into an ocean.




  ‘When I save money I go,’ Dan said stubbornly again and again. ‘I find. I look in New York.’




  ‘It’s a big place, lad,’ Mr Latimer said in his kindly way. ‘Big as Liverpool, and where would you start?’




  ‘I start at dock.’




  ‘I’ve already done that, Dan. The agent we employ in New York has questioned all the customs officials and even given them a description of your family, the one you gave me, and not

  one remembers them, nor has anyone left a message for you. Yes, I spelt your name just as you told me . . . no . . . I’ll keep on trying, my agent will call at the Custom House on Ellis

  Island whenever he is in the vicinity, he promised me, and if your father leaves a message, it will be relayed at once to me. If it is . . . when it is, you shall go immediately. I will pay

  for your berth, but until then, stay here with us, Dan. Don’t go off again on your own until . . .’




  Gradually as he settled and saw the sense of what Mr Latimer said, and when no such word came, Anders Sigbjörn, Dan Smith as he allowed himself to be called since it made life much simpler,

  came to realise that the family who had been forced to leave him behind, were lost to him. If he grieved for them, no one saw it. He had become part of the Latimer servants’ household, doing,

  as Celie did with Cook, many of the jobs which slowly got beyond Cec Marlow, lifting and heaving weights which were nothing to his strong young muscles, helping Cec and Mr Ash, cleaning and

  sharpening the family cutlery, polishing boots and windows, mending bellows and hand-mills, attending to the whitewashing of outside buildings, stables and privies. He did all the heavy digging

  ready for spring planting and, as the evenings lengthened, waited for Celie, walking with her to the cottage she shared with her father. He gave George a hand with the mucking out of the stables,

  rubbed down thecarriage horses and learned from those about him how to speak fluent English but with a strange mixture of his own Swedish accent and the faint nasal sound of the Liverpool

  “scouser”.




  Though he could not, in the accepted sense of the word, be called handsome, his face was pleasant, open, his mouth wide and inclined to humour and though he had known nothing but hardship from

  being a child, his engaging expression said he was well used to overcoming it. Those he worked with discovered that he was naturally easy-going, even-tempered, cheerful, uncomplicated and eager to

  please. Not in a subservient way but because he genuinely liked his fellow man, despite what had been done to him, and wanted only peace. He was still growing into young manhood, all long legs, big

  and awkward hands and sharp shoulders, clumsy at times but endearingly so, and one day he would be a fine-looking man.




  He had retained the spun gold curls with which he had been born but he kept them cut short, so short Cook swore he took a razor to his head, but no matter what he did to them, even to greasing

  them with pomade in an attempt to make them lie flat to his head as was the fashion, they continued to spring up abundantly with a life and colour of their own. He could not, of course, afford the

  expensive, scented pomade used by gentlemen of wealth and the lard, beef or mutton suet with which the cheaper ones were made soon became rancid. The unpleasant smell, unconcealed as it was by the

  expensive mixture of musk, oil of cloves, cassia or verbena, had the kitchen staff turning away from him with cries of horror.




  ‘Go and put your head under the yard pump, Dan Smith,’ Cook would shriek, ‘and use that there carbolic soap to get that muck out of your hair. You stink like a pole-cat,’

  never having seen or even smelled one, ‘and I’ll not have you in my clean kitchen in that state. You’ll taint the food.’




  His eyes were the clear and incredible blue of the sky but not the sky which stretches above the roof-tops of Liverpool. They were the rich blue which is seen arching over the high mountain

  regions of Scandinavia, over the great lakes and forests, the many rivers and the sweeping plains of his own native land, the deep blue which lifts across the Norwegian Sea to the North Pole. When

  he looked at you, you would swear he could see right through you, Kate said, shivering dramatically, her own sea-green eyes narrowing admiringly in her smooth and colourless face. His skin was

  amber tinted from the days he spent out of doors alongside Cec, as were his strong, well-muscled forearms, his throat where it dipped into the open neck of his shirt and on the back of his neck

  where when it grew, his golden hair curled crisply above his collar.




  He played football every Saturday afternoon for a local team got up by the young working men of Wavertree and that, with the training he did one night a week – with Mr Latimer’s

  permission, of course – plus Cook’s good food, was hardening his lean boy’s body to that of an athlete. A personable lad and well liked, not only by the other servants both men

  and women, but by Mr Latimer who was pleased with the progress of the youngster who had had such sad beginnings.




  He and Celie were inseparable. She did not remember her Ma, well she wouldn’t, would she? since her Ma had died when Celie was born, but Pa often spoke of her and when he did a funny look

  came over his face and Celie could tell, young as she was, that he had loved her and missed her still.




  ‘Tell me about Ma,’ she would say to him when she was old enough to understand and Pa would sit her in her own chair before the fire, though she would dearly have loved him to gather

  her onto his lap, his pipe between his teeth, and open his mind to let Celie look at the lovely memories he had of Mary Marlow, who had been her mother.




  It seemed they had lived in a little terraced house in Sydney Place, off Graham Street, he and Ma, moving there when they were first married. Pa had been twenty-two then, gardening lad at Briar

  Lodge where he had started as a boy of twelve, well thought of by old Mr Latimer, who had been master then, with a grand and secure future ahead of him. Ma had been laundry maid, only eighteen, and

  as pretty as a wild hedge-rose, that’s how Pa described her, with that funny, sad look on his face. And for twenty odd years they had lived together in the house in Sydney Place, Pa making

  steady progress in his chosen profession, reliable, straightforward and held in high esteem, first by old Mr Latimer and then by his son Mr Richard Latimer who was the present owner of Briar Lodge.

  When old Mr Knowles had died, Cec had become head gardener and he and Ma had been as happy as any two people could be but for one thing and that was their lack of children.




  ‘She wanted a nipper, did your Ma, Celie, and only the Good Lord himself knows why he didn’t send us any until your Ma and me were well past such . . . well, we’d given up even

  thinking about it, settled down to believing there was to be only her an’ me an’ then, right out of the blue she finds out she was to have a baby.’




  That was her, Celie knew.




  ‘How, Pa? How did she know?’ Celie used to ask at first, when she was perhaps three or four years old, breathless with wondering excitement, never tiring of it, no matter how many

  times she heard it. ‘How did she know, Pa?’ but Pa would look away and begin to fill his pipe, or reach for the poker and give the fire a stir, clearing his throat and shifting in his

  chair.




  ‘She just did, child. You’ll understand when you’re older.’




  ‘But Pa . . .’




  ‘Now then, our Celie, am I telling this, or are you?’




  It was not until she began to work in the kitchen of the “Big House” as the servants called Briar Lodge and Kate had described to her in graphic detail what men and women did to one

  another when they got married, which she thought sounded pretty ridiculous anyway, and the results of it that she understood Pa’s reticence. It was not something you would like anyone else to

  know about, would you?




  Mary Marlow was in her forties when Celie was born, not the right age to be having a first child, the doctor had confessed privately to her husband, and he was to take great care of her and not

  let her do too much or lift anything heavy. Which was all well and good, as far as it went, but Cecil Marlow was out of the house by seven every morning on his two-mile walk to Briar Lodge along

  the full length of Picton Road, through Wavertree Village and on to Briar Lodge. He did not get home, sometimes, until seven of an evening, especially in the summer, which it was then, so Mary

  Marlow was alone for the best part of twelve hours each day.




  ‘There’s a cottage empty in the row by the spinney, Marlow, if you’re interested,’ good, kindly Mr Latimer said, having heard of his gardener’s dilemma. ‘You

  wouldn’t have so far to walk and could keep your eye on your good lady at the same time. I’m aware how worrying these things are,’ and of course, who would be in a better position

  to know than he, his own wife having just been delivered of her sixth. Not that it was quite the same, Cec privately thought, since Mrs Latimer had the attentions of half a dozen servants to

  call on and that was only indoors with no need to lift a hand or put a foot to the floor during the whole nine months of her pregnancy. Still it was very good of Mr Latimer to offer

  and Cec was only too glad to accept.




  But it was all to no avail, as far as Mary Marlow was concerned, for the doctor was proved right. Forty-one had turned out to be a dangerous age for Celie’s mother to give birth to her

  first, and she slipped quietly away in a pool of her own blood, too weak to fight after thirty-six hours of hard labour, leaving Cecil, Cec as he was known to his friends, to bring up young Celie

  as best he could.




  In that respect, the cottage had proved to be a godsend for it meant that Cec had the help of the women, the wives of George Ellis and Reuben Ash, who were employed in the stables and gardens of

  Briar Lodge and who were only too happy to shove the infant amongst their own for a few pence a week. Maidservants too, who could slip away for an hour, amongst them the laundry maid Madge Evans,

  who was more than willing to look after Celie for nothing and on a permanent basis, given the chance, for Cec Marlow, though well over forty himself was an amiable sort of a chap with a steady

  income and a cosy cottage.




  But it seemed that the capacity to love which Mary Marlow had lit in her husband’s heart so many years ago had been extinguished when she died and Cec kept himself pretty much to himself,

  fond of the pretty little thing who was his daughter for she was the “dead spit” of his Mary. She was content to settle with Mrs Ash or sometimes Mrs Ellis, whose husband worked in the

  stable and doubled up as coachman when Mrs Latimer needed him, thriving like some bright flower planted among the stolid and wholesome weeds of the Ash and Ellis children. Independent she learned

  to be, even as a baby, letting nothing get the better of her, gritting her teeth and straining her young muscles until her face was crimson, performing tasks which were often beyond the strength of

  a child twice her age.




  She had her Ma’s startling grey velvet eyes, set in a fringe of thick black lashes and a mass of dark, lustrous curls which, as they grew, fell in a riot down her small back, defying the

  hairbrush which Cec’s clumsy, masculine hands had the greatest difficulty in employing. Try as he might he just could not get the hang of it and as for the female fashion of plaiting, or

  worse still, tying the ribbons which went on the end of the plait, well, it was just beyond him. He did his best, dragging the brush through the tangle until he brought tears to

  Celie’s eyes, though she did not complain.




  ‘Couldn’t we cut it, Pa?’ she asked helpfully, her face flushed from his endeavours. ‘It would be easier to brush.’




  ‘Nay, our Celie, females don’t have short hair,’ remembering perhaps the lovely feel of his Mary’s waist-length hair and his own young man’s hands in it.




  ‘Please Pa, I could do it myself then.’




  ‘Well . . .’ Cec was very tempted for really this twice-daily battle with the hairbrush and ribbons was getting beyond a joke.




  ‘Go on, Pa, I’ll get the scissors.’




  Well, Mrs Ash shrieked as though Cec had cut off his daughter’s head along with her hair, clasping her hands to her breast in the most dramatic fashion, but then really, could you expect

  anything else when the child was, for the most part, more lad than lass anyway. Always up to some mischief, leading her own and Jeannie Ellis’s three into all kind of scrapes, her imagination

  so vivid and her wayward nature so overpowering, so unafraid she could talk the others into doing the most dangerous things. She should have been called Cecil, not Cécilie, as her Pa

  had christened her, the name given to her, in Nelly Ash’s opinion, because Cec Marlow, deep in his grief, couldn’t think what else to call her.




  Mind you, after the first shock and though she was loth to admit it, Mrs Ash was forced to agree that the short cap of layered curls suited young Celie, the very “boyishness” of it

  enhancing her already quite incredible childish loveliness with her flushed cheeks of rose and those enormous and strangely piercing grey eyes set in lashes so long they swept her cheek. She was a

  bonny little thing, everyone agreed. Before she went to school and when it was convenient for him to do so, Cec would take her about the grounds with him, giving Nelly Ash and Jeannie Ellis a

  “breather” as he put it, knowing his own daughter’s tendency towards mischief by now. She helped him to put in his seedlings or lead the mowing pony, to gather leaves and burn

  them on the fire at the back of the vegetable garden.




  But it all came to a head just before her fifth birthday and Cec only wondered that it had not done so sooner, She was found, not knowing any better since her Pa had not thought to warn her

  about it, taking Master James and Miss Katherine on an “adventure” in the spinney which stood between the big house and her Pa’s cottage.




  What a commotion that had caused. Master James and Miss Katherine, younger than Celie, had been missing for two hours. Nanny Ella, helped by the maidservants, shrieking hysterically all

  over the house and Mrs Latimer ready to send for the Constable, Mr Latimer brought home from the office and the whole place in such a turmoil that Cook had declared – only to herself, of

  course – that nothing short of a tot of whisky would set her right again.




  They were found, the three of them, their feet bare and their legs exposed to the tops of their thighs, “paddling” in the stream, Master James, who had fallen in, soaked to the skin.

  Nanny had screamed and Mrs Latimer had swooned – or pretended to since she was not one for such a weak female pastime – when Master James had objected most strenuously to being brought

  home, saying he didn’t give a damn about nursery tea, and who else but Marlow’s child could have taught him such an obscenity and, to cap it all, he and Miss Katherine begged to be

  allowed to play with their new friend the very next day.




  Nanny Ella had been mortified, from then on acting as though the gardener’s daughter was some guttersnipe who had strayed from the stews of Liverpool, invading the grounds and the house,

  and her clean children with all manner of nasty things and from that day to this Cec Marlow had been inclined towards coolness whenever he and Nanny Ella had met on one of her sedate walks

  with the perambulator about the formal gardens and down to the small lake where her charges were accustomed to feeding the ducks.




  ‘I am afraid I will have to ask you to . . . er . . . watch Celie a little more closely, Marlow,’ Mr Latimer had said somewhat apologetically to his gardener, later that evening.

  ‘You see, Nanny Ella has this strict routine which she likes the children to follow and it caused quite a disruption when Master James and Miss Katherine took it into their heads to . . .

  well . . . I’m not awfully sure of how it happened and I’m certain Celie did not mean any harm. They are only children, after all . . .’




  ‘It won’t happen again, sir, you can rely on it.’




  ‘I’m sure I can, Marlow,’ and it was then, when Celie was five years old and just starting school, that she was told to report to the kitchen the moment she got back home where

  Cook would find her some ‘light” duties. To give Cook her due, she was against it. Five years old was, in her opinion, far too young for a child to be put to work, even on

  “light” duties, whatever they might be, but orders were orders, come directly from Mrs Latimer herself and therefore not to be ignored.




  ‘Now then, girl,’ she had said on that first day when Celie presented herself at the back door on the dot of quarter past four. She always called Celie “girl”. It had

  been “little girl” when Celie was a toddling child who had come into Cook’s kitchen with her Pa, given a gingerbread man or a lemon biscuit. But this was different. This was not a

  social visit and Celie must be made to see the difference. ‘Now then, girl, the first thing you can do is run home and change into something more suitable for kitchen work.’ Celie was

  dressed in an ankle-length blue dress, a white pinafore, the wide frills of which ran over her shoulders and were tied at the back in a huge bow, and a pair of highly polished black boots. What she

  put on, in fact, to attend school each day. Neat and clean and respectable, but not at all the outfit for peeling spuds.




  From that day onwards, she had worked after school for a couple of hours in Cook’s kitchen dressed in any old cast-off which the Latimer girls had outgrown, protected by the sacking apron

  and the over-large hat. There she would remain until her Pa came to fetch her when his own day was done. In the winter, of course, it was earlier than the summer, though very often, when the short

  winter day was ended, the light gone sometimes by four o’clock, Cec Marlow would be found in the company of Reuben Ash. Mr Ash had fitted out one of the tack rooms in the stables, making it

  into a neat workshop where, besides cleaning the family’s boots and shoes, he repaired anything from chairs with an unreliable leg, a clock which had for some reason stopped and refused to be

  wound, a child’s toy, a worn wicker seat, an apple-corer from the kitchen, a bench, the glass in a firescreen, the handle on the coal box. A man clever with his hands was Mr Ash, who could

  turn either of themto anything, and the two men, both somewhat taciturn and therefore easy in one another’s company, their pipes gripped between their teeth, the smoke from them wreathed

  about their heads, would work together in amiable silence.




  ‘I’d best be off then, Reuben,’ Cec would say as the stable clock struck six.




  ‘Aye, that lass of yours’ll be waitin’ on you.’




  ‘Night then, Reuben.’




  ‘Night, Cec.’




  Cec and Celie would walk home across the rolling lawn which it was Cec’s task to mow, with the help of the mowing pony, during the summer months. Through the dark-shadowed area of the

  vegetable gardens, ready and waiting for the planting of his “veg”. Beyond the looming edifice of “his” hothouses, along which, in neat rows, were his “hot beds”

  covered with frames to protect his young seedlings, taking the narrow path through the spinney where, several years ago, Celie had led Master James and Miss Katherine so sadly astray.




  The fire in the kitchen range which stood in the fireplace recess illuminated the cosy room. Coals kept to glowing embers whilst Celie and Cec were out would be replenished and the flames would

  leap merrily, yellow and green and blue. The kettle would soon be singing on the central fire and a pan of stew or a casserole, tucked into the oven first thing to slow cook, would signal to the

  hungry man and child that their bellies would not be empty this night. The ginger tabby would rise to greet them, purring for her supper and father and daughter would soon be at the table tucking

  into the good heartening meal Cook made sure they ate. What the servants in the kitchen put inside them, so did Cec and Celie Marlow. There would be fresh bread, brought over from the “big

  house”, an apple cobbler, or a chunk of Cook’s plum cake, rich with brandy and solid with fruit.




  Above the length of the fireplace was a wooden mantelpiece and arranged on this were an assortment of Cec and Mary Marlow’s treasures, made the more precious by her untimely death. A

  wooden clock, an ornamental brass kettle, a toby jug, candlesticks, a souvenir mug with Her Majesty’s face painted on it, a china lady with a parasol and a blue-and-white plate in a willow

  pattern.




  The table was covered by a chenille cloth when the meal was finished and on it Celie would spread her pencils and exercise books and do her homework. Cec would pick up the Liverpool Echo,

  three days old and read in turn by Mr Latimer, Reuben Ash and himself. When he had done with it, it would be passed to George Ellis in the stables.




  And Celie had grown and thrived in the measured affection which was all her Pa could give her, unaware that there was any other sort between father and child, or even between man and woman.




  







  Chapter Four




  Over the next few years they grew like weeds, Cook was fond of saying, Dan and Celie, and not only them, but the children in the “front” house. Young Master Thomas

  and Master James had gone off to board at the preparatory school to which all the Latimer boys were sent, leaving only the “babies” in the nursery and the girls in the schoolroom under

  the supervision of Miss Gibson who was employed by Mrs Latimer as their governess. Miss Anne had put up her hair and had been deemed mature enough to finish with her education. She was occupied

  with her mother in the endless trivial pursuits ladies of their class followed. Their day was punctuated by regular changes of costume, for the gown a lady put on for breakfast could not be worn

  for luncheon, nor would the clothes she wore for luncheon be suitable for tea and the tea-gown, worn only for a few hours, would be unacceptable at dinner! They spent their time reading, doing fine

  needlework, writing letters, playingthe piano or a genteel game of croquet on the lawn if the weather was fine. They took “carriage exercise”, paid and received calls and did charitable

  work for the poor and needy of Liverpool, of whom there were a great many. They went shopping, of course, which took up a lot of their time.




  Mr Latimer was the head of the household, at least in theory, and it was his natural right – again in theory – to be obeyed, not only by his wife, but by his children. The Latimers

  took a great pride in their family name which was old and honourable and they lived the busy, community life of a large upper middle-class family, as did their friends. A close eye was kept on

  their young unmarried daughters and elaborate steps were taken by Mr and Mrs Latimer to see that Miss Anne, ready now for the marriage market, met only male friends who were socially acceptable.

  Under proper supervision, naturally. They spent a great deal of their time at family tea parties, dinners and dances, outings, picnics and other social occasions and should their daughter have

  shown signs of forming an undesirable attachment, which might have been thought to be impossible, so closely was she guarded, she would have been taken severely to task, if not by Mr Latimer who

  was known to be lax, then by her mother, who was not.




  In most households, at least those that Cook knew of and had worked in, the concept of family life was almost sacred and there was no song more popular than “Home, sweet home”, the

  words of which both Miss Prudence and Miss Katherine were stitching into their samplers, and which, when finished, would be hung on the nursery wall beside those done by Miss Anne. It was customary

  to expect from all children the strictest submission to a parent’s will, obedience to one’s father – in the Latimers’ case, to one’s mother – being held as

  essential. So what had gone wrong in this family? Cook was heard to say several times a week when her kitchen was invaded, not only by the four older children but by Mr Latimer’s two younger

  sons, now that they were breeched and could escape Nanny Ella. The trouble was, of course, that Nanny Ella was getting “past it”! Cook confided to Celie who was, at almost fourteen,

  working full time in the kitchen now.




  ‘I was half expecting them to offer you nursery maid,’ Cook added, standing back to admire the fine intricacy of spun sugar icing she had just put on a cake for Miss Margaret’s

  birthday which was the next day.




  Celie looked up from the biscuits on which she was piping the prancing figure of a clown. It was delicate work needing a steady eye and a steadier hand. The biscuits had been iced in pink,

  yellow, brown and white and each surface was decorated with the clown in two contrasting colours. White and yellow on brown, brown and yellow on white, pink and brown on yellow. She was so absorbed

  with her own artistry she had even piped in a tiny smiling mouth, dots for eyes and a flower growing out of each clown’s hat. She was not, strictly speaking, on duty at that moment for it was

  her day off but Cook had allowed her to bake and decorate the biscuits for Miss Margaret’s birthday since Cook had to admit the girl really was coming on a treat and should be encouraged in

  her chosen profession.




  She had grown twelve inches in the last four years, standing just over five feet two which it seemed was to be her full height. She was still a child in many ways, slender and budding into

  girlish maturity, inclined to seek Cook’s company rather than that of her contemporaries. To be, as the other servants called it, “stand-offish”, which was really no more than a

  natural reserve, a shyness which had come upon her as she entered adolescence.




  ‘Me?’ she said in amazement. ‘Why me? I don’t want to be a nursemaid,’ for didn’t they all know what Celie Marlow wanted, and it had nothing to do with the

  nursery. She was only really completely happy when she was in the kitchen with Cook, being allowed to “try her hand” at the simpler jobs Cook put her way, and the idea of being shut up

  at the top of the house with Nanny Ella and those two “holy terrors” was something she could hardly bear to contemplate. A cook she meant to be, just like Cook, only better, she

  thought privately, creating her own recipes and becoming famous for them. Oh, no, she’d not end up playing “slavey” to Nanny Ella and those lads who came to cause mayhem in the

  kitchen. She’d hand in her notice first, really she would.




  The biscuits finished, Celie stood deferentially beside Jess Harper with a look of rapt attention on her young face. Cook, the cake put to one side, whilst the icing set, had begun to put

  together a steak and kidney pie for the servants’ dinner and in Cook’s opinion, many of the what she called “ordinary” dishes, the plain dishes which did not come under the

  title of gourmet food, took the most talent to produce and the homely steak and kidney pie was one of them.




  ‘Watch this, girl,’ for she never missed an opportunity to pass on to Celie a word of counsel on her own particular vocation. ‘The pastry must be short enough to fall apart

  when the knife cuts it and yet not too short so that it sticks to the rolling pin on the board. Too much flour will make it heavy, see, and never, never put anything but shin of beef and

  lamb’s kidney beneath that crust.’




  ‘But won’t the shin be tough, Cook?’




  That’s what Cook liked about the girl. She put her finger right on the nub of the matter, seeing things at once that Patsy took for granted. Shin of beef was tough unless it was put

  in a slow oven to cook in its own delicious juices for at least five hours. Shin of beef was the tastiest, the most nourishing part of the beast and cheap too, though that did not concern Cook. It

  made the best steak and kidney pie which, served with a heaped pile of fluffy mashed potatoes and savoy cabbage, boiled for exactly the right length of time, which Cook of course had down to a fine

  art, chopped with butter and pepper, was a meal which the Prince of Wales, known to be a lover of good food, would not be too proud to sit down to.




  ‘And there’s something else, girl.’ Cook’s voice lowered almost to a whisper and she looked about the kitchen to where the others, well used to Celie’s ways by now,

  were bustling about in the intense activity which preceded the serving of every meal in the Latimer household, no matter how many were to sit down to it. Patsy lifted the lid and inspected the

  contents of each pan simmering on top of the oven, and Dorcas was chopping parsley and in the scullery Kate was bossing the new girl whose name was Isabel, but called Belle by them all.




  Celie crouched at Cook’s shoulder, watching with the fascination of an acolyte being initiated into some religious order, as Cook took a half a teaspoon of something from a small canister

  and put it in with the cooked steak and kidney.




  ‘You put that in all your meat pies, girl, and you’ll have them clamouring for more every time,’ Cook whispered, then to Celie’s delighted amazement, she winked, drawing

  Celie into a cosy conspiracy.




  ‘But it’s . . .’




  ‘Ssh, ssh, girl! It’s something I learned from a great cook when I was a girl and I’ve kept it a secret until now. There’s many a person I’ve given my recipes for

  steak and kidney to, but I never tell them about . . . you know what. They’re always mystified when theirs don’t turn out like mine.’ She nudged Celie and winked again. ‘You

  only need a level teaspoon or it’s too salty, so mind.’




  ‘Yes, Cook.’




  ‘Now just slip into the dining room and see if everything’s in place on the table.’




  ‘But Dorcas . . .’




  ‘Never you mind Dorcas. Go on, do as you’re told. It’s time you had a look at the “other” side. The family’s not in yet. They’ve all gone to church and

  they’ll not be back for another hour at least, so have a good look round. Go on, you’ll meet no one.’




  Celie had never been into the “front” house before and she stepped with cautious hesitation through the green baize door which separated it from the back. The hallway was dim and

  hushed, wide, lit only by the fanlight over the front door and two long narrow windows on either side of it. There was a deep porch beyond and Celie could just see the four slender columns which

  supported it. They were a familiar sight to her from the garden where she had once helped her father to prick in his seedlings but they looked strange from this side.




  She gazed about her with growing pleasure. She had come into the hall from beneath the curving centre staircase and on either side of the hall, leading to the front door, were other doors, all

  of them standing open, revealing, as she peeped into them, the drawing room, the library, the dining room, Mr Latimer’s study and Mrs Latimer’s small parlour.




  You could tell at once which rooms were used by Mr Latimer and which by Mrs Latimer, Celie decided. The drawing room was emphatically for ladies, fitted and furnished in a most feminine way. It

  was here that Mrs Latimer received her carriage call ladies and where they took tea together. There was a piano with a lovely peacock shawl draped across it, which Celie had heard Mrs Latimer

  played for the entertainment of her guests in the evening at what she called her “musicales”. There were chairs of spindly legged gilt, dainty rosewood tables of all shapes and sizes on

  which a hundred years of polishing had put a mirror-like shine. There was silk and delicate chintzes, for parts of Briar Lodge had been furnished before the coming of their present Queen and the

  taste for the solid, overwhelming, ornamental grandeur which had developed during her reign. Only in Mrs Latimer’s parlour were displayed the opulence and deep rich colours which were so

  fashionable nowadays. Thelibrary was a marvel of hushed reverence to the occupation of reading and the young girl who had never in her life seen more than two or three books together at one time,

  was overwhelmed. On every wall except the one that bore the long, elegant Georgian windows and through which she could see the wide sweep of the lawn rolling down to the small lake, known as the

  “pond”, were deep shelves and every shelf was crammed with books, hundreds, thousands of them, Celie supposed, wondering why Mary and Lily the two “dailies” who had the

  cleaning of this room, as well as the rest of the house, had not told them about it. She would if it was her. She wouldn’t be able to stop herself talking about it if it was her! Dorcas, who

  was often summoned to fetch coffee to Mr Latimer in the library, had never mentioned it either. There were work tables and writing desks on which journals were scattered, of what sort Celie could

  not imagine. Glass-fronted cabinets contained besides books, a miscellany of objects, carved and intricate, some of them, with grimacing faces, smiling faces, little dogs and flasks and openwork

  balls with other smaller balls inside them and Celie wondered how such a thing could be achieved. They looked foreign to her and she was not to know that they came from Japan.




  In the fireplace which was enormous with a stone surround, a cheerful fire blossomed though it did little to warm the area more than a few feet away from the hearth. There were deep leather

  armchairs, in which she could just imagine herself curling up with one of these handsome books, and rugs scattered all over the dark-stained wooden floors. A large central chandelier hung from an

  acanthus leaf-strewn central rosette, magnificent with twelve candle-laden arms to light the room.




  It was the same wherever she peeped. Elegance and comfort, crackling fires, deep carpets, clocks ticking, harmony and peace. The large table in the dining room was set for the family’s

  luncheon, gleaming with cutlery and crystal and white damask napkins. The walls were papered with what looked like silk and from the three sash windows which lined one wall, she could see the

  terrace. On it were tastefully arranged ornamental tubs of different sizes planted with rounded shrubs. Wide steps led down to the garden of pathways and ornamental beds which Dan and her Pa kept

  in meticulous symmetry and order, with lawns on either side. There were trees beyond the lawns and the delicate outline of a folly.




  On the floor of the dining room and surrounded by highly polished wood was a rich Turkey carpet. Celie wanted to stroke the soft drape of the curtains which were in some lovely rich material in

  a shade of deep plum but she did not dare. She stood rooted to the spot just inside the door of each room, breathing in the splendour, the bright colours, the fragrance of the bowls of flowers,

  grown by her own father, the dazzle of silver and intricately engraved crystal, the gloss and glory and wonder in which the Latimer family lived.




  She was at the staircase which led gracefully up to the first floor, just about to put one hesitant foot on the bottom step, when the front door opened with an enthusiastic clatter and with the

  instinct of a young animal caught by a predator, she froze. Just where she was. One foot on the black-and-white tiled hall floor, the other on the deep pile of the dark blue carpet which went up

  the staircase. Her heart lurched sickeningly in her breast then began to knock itself inside its cage like some frantic bird doing its best to get out and she simply did not know what to do. She

  had wandered in a spellbound daze round the perimeter of the large, square hallway, studying the majestically ticking grandfather clock, trailing a reverent finger across the polished surface of a

  round silkwood table with delicately turned legs. She had stood before the marble fireplace in which yet another fire glowed, gazed at the moulded arches, painted white, the hanging glass lamps,

  bemused, bewitched, unaware of how much time had passed and now, in the trance the beauty of the house had cast about her she was discovered in her innocent but surely forbidden entry into the

  world of the Latimer family.




  ‘Hello,’ a young and cheerful voice called, and the front door closed just as enthusiastically as it had opened. ‘Hello . . . Mama . . . Papa . . .,’ a cultured voice, a

  male voice and though she had never actually spoken to him since he had gone away to school when she was barely more than a toddler, she knew it was Richard Latimer. Young Master Richard who was

  probably twenty-two years old and who, when he left school, had become an officer in the 2nd Battalion, the King’s Regiment (Liverpool) and was now Second Lieutenant Richard Latimer. He wore

  the smart undress uniform of an infantry officer. He was a gentleman and they, of course, made the best officers in the world, or so had said the Duke of Wellington, for they needed no other

  qualification or training than the upbringing which made them natural leaders, and providing an officer showed courage in battle, nothing else really mattered. Twenty-two years old, Second

  Lieutenant Richard Latimer had not yet been tested.




  Celie turned very slowly and as she moved, her white dress drifted in a misted haze against the dark blue of the stair carpet and the young soldier saw her.




  ‘Hello . . . ?’ he said again, this time with a questioning note in his voice. Celie had on her “best dress”, her Sunday dress, made for her by Mrs Ash who was clever

  with a needle. It was in two pieces, a separate bodice and skirt, a style which was becoming increasingly popular, made of a dressed cotton muslin known as “batiste”. It was simple with

  tight-fitting sleeves and a round neck framed by a small frill. Around the waist was a sash of blue jaconet taken from a dress of Miss Anne’s which she had outgrown years ago and which had

  been handed over to Mrs Ash to be cut up for one of her own girls since Mrs Latimer did not “pass on” to her younger daughters what had been worn by her eldest.




  Celie’s hair was still cut short, a cap of dark glossy curls which swirled about her head and fell over her ears and forehead in soft feathers, revealing the white, satin texture of her

  neck. Though she was only just fourteen, her body was already maturing. Her tiny breasts pressed against the fabric of her bodice and the sweet girlish curve of her shoulders was proudly set. But

  she was still awkward, only just across the threshold between childhood and young girlhood and it showed in the way she moved as she took another faltering step in the gloom. Despite this and

  because of the way she was dressed, he took her for a friend of his sisters and he smiled engagingly.




  ‘Good morning and who are you?’ he asked her, ‘and what are you doing all alone in the dark? Where’s Anne . . . ?’ Or was she one of Prudence’s intimates

  since she looked to be more or less of the same age?




  ‘She’s out.’ It was all she could manage to stutter from between lips which were stiff with alarm. Her mouth was dry and her heart would just not settle down. He was so . . .

  so . . . magnificent. So handsome . . . and tall . . . his head almost brushing the glass of the hanging lamp . . . and his smile . . . his dashing smile . . .




  Richard Latimer, Second Lieutenant Richard Latimer was the embodiment of what all young girls, as they lie in their virginal beds at night, dream of. He was a beautiful young man, the darling of

  his mother’s heart not just because he was her first born but because from birth he had drawn admiring murmurs from everyone who had been invited to view him. And yet the beauty of him was

  not of the fairy prince variety, it was completely and absolutely male with even a touch of earthiness in it though his mother would not have admitted it, even to herself. He was tall, long-boned,

  hard-muscled and his shoulder had broadened from the day he had begun to row for his school at the age of fourteen. He had a narrow waist and the tight trousers he wore clung to his hips and strong

  thighs, clearly revealing the delightful shape of his slim buttocks. His legs were long and shapely and were in exact proportion to his body. He had deep brown eyes, glowing with health and

  contentment and his strong uncompromising young mouth had an endearing curl at each corner as though to announce that he could not be more pleased with himself and the world in which he lived. The

  skin of his face was smooth and well shaven, the colour amber-tinted, again almost swarthy and his dark hair curled crisply in the nape of his neck. He was pliable with youth and bounteous energy

  and an added challenging toughness and durability seven years at public school and four years in the army had given him. As he moved towards Celie, he did so with a tensile spring to his step,

  light and buoyant, his movement as graceful as a cat. He was put together with the measured symmetry, the balance and composition of a thoroughbred and his wit and charm matched his supreme

  looks.




  He wore the undress uniform of the Regiment in which he was an officer. A medium grey frock coat, double-breasted and reaching to just twelve inches above the ground. Removing it he let it fall

  carelessly to a convenient chair, revealing beneath it a scarlet tunic with a high stiff collar and a crimson silk net sash over his left shoulder. Round his waist was a sword belt of white

  enamelled leather. His trousers were dark blue, narrow, with a red welt down the outside of each leg and on his head was a straight-sided forage-cap with a band of black oak-leaf pattern around it.

  As he spoke to her he whipped it courteously from his head. He was only a second lieutenant and so as yet, bore no badge of rank.




  ‘Where are the others?’ he asked almost in a whisper as he moved to stand before her. It was as though he had interrupted a game of hide and seek, his eyes twinkling with good humour

  and an admiration he could not quite conceal, for she was an amazingly lovely girl. He had never seen her before since he was sure he would have remembered those incredibly wide smoky grey eyes if

  he had. They were set in lashes so thick and black they almost touched her eyebrows and spread a dark fan nearly to her cheekbone. Her skin was without blemish, smooth and fine and so white the

  full coral pink of her mouth was startling against it. At her cheekbone was a flush of rose, and her hair! Cut short and close to her head, yet thick and curling, dark as his own but where the

  light struck it, streaked with rich chestnut. It fell across her brow, a strand catching in her eyelashes and she blinked. Without thought, he lifted a hand and gently pushed it back from her

  forehead. Her lips partedin a soundless “oh” and in the eerie hush which wrapped about them, he bent his head.




  He would have kissed her, he knew he would, and afterwards he felt a deep flood of shame since she was no more than a child, but though he had not heard the carriage, nor indeed anything but the

  deep, slow tick of the clock, the front door burst open and James came through it at a gallop. Behind him was his mother and behind her his father and the rest of his brothers and sisters.




  Even then Celie did not waken from the spell he had cast about her. Though she heard them and was aware of the presence of someone other than this tall stranger, she could not seem to care about

  them, nor tear herself away from the glow of his eyes and the smiling curve of his mouth. It was not a sensual feeling which had crept into Celie Marlow’s heart since she was too young and

  inexperienced for that. It had none of the carnal element which stirs between a man and a woman but at the same time she had known with some female instinct, not yet awakened fully, that he had

  been about to kiss her and that she had wanted it.




  Richard Latimer was a man who was not unfamiliar with matters of the flesh, for young as he was he had had his share of sexual adventures. Women liked him and who could blame them? He was at

  this moment involved with a young married woman whose husband, an officer in the 1st Battalion King’s (Liverpool) Regiment, was away quelling the riots in Belfast but no member of the

  opposite sex had moved him like this young girl had done. Nevertheless he was a soldier. He had been taught to make quick decisions, to use not only his sword and revolver, but his wits; to

  “muddying” the waters of a situation so that no one, including the enemy quite knew what he was about. He was the first to recover of them all, even young James.




  ‘Mama . . . Papa . . . how well you both look . . .’ managing to turn and stand so that the bewitched child, whoever she was, was behind him, giving her a chance to pull her own wits

  about her. ‘I’ve just this moment come though the door . . .’ strolling across to kiss his mama and take his father’s hand, all the while shielding the girl from the shrewd

  and piercing gaze of his mother who was the one to be reckoned with. ‘I’ve left my stuff on the porch. It’s a wonder you didn’t fall over it . . .’




  ‘Yes, darling, we saw it.’




  ‘Run through to the kitchen, young James, and fetch the lad to bring it in, there’s a good fellow . . .’




  ‘There is a bell at your elbow, Richard. There is no need to send James.’ Phyllis Latimer’s eyes rested fondly on the erect and soldierly figure of her son, distracted as he

  knew she would be from the “girl”. By now his quick brain had realised that she could not possibly be a friend of any of his sisters since they were all here, milling about him, and the

  only other young females in the house were servants. God Almighty, she was a servant! Not only a child still probably in the schoolroom, but a servant and he had been caught almost in the act of

  kissing her.




  Celie stood where he had left her and gradually the mist of confused enchantment parted and fell away and she was herself again. Celie Marlow, the gardener’s lass, soon – hopefully

  – to be kitchen maid to this family who were swarming about the hallway and the tall soldier who had taken his mother’s arm, doing his best to lead her into the drawing room, was the

  son of the house and nothing to do with her.




  But Phyllis Latimer, though charmed at the unexpected arrival of her son, was still alert to the strangeness of finding her gardener’s daughter standing in her hall. Of course, never in

  her wildest dreams would she have believed what she had thought she saw, as she entered her own house, but nevertheless, Celie Marlow had no right to be here. Phyllis Latimer had never

  forgotten that day when this very girl had taken her own gently reared children and subjected them to God alone knew what tomfoolery, and now here she was gawking in the hallway as though she had

  as much right here as Dorcas or Fanny.




  ‘Just a moment, darling,’ she said to her son, turning back to where Celie stood. Richard turned with her and again, as his eyes met Celie’s, he felt the impact of her fresh,

  fragile loveliness and had to look away in case what had almost happened should be revealed, not by him, but by her who was so young.




  ‘What are you doing here, Celie?’ Mrs Latimer asked in her autocratic manner .




  Celie! Good God, not that wisp of a child who had clung to the gardener’s hand . . . his daughter . . . yes, her name had been Celie . . . but his mother was speaking.




  ‘And who gave you permission to come into the front house?’ Mrs Latimer continued, ready to be cutting.




  ‘Cook, madam. She asked me to check on the dining table.’




  ‘Why should she do that, it is Dorcas’s job?’




  ‘Yes, madam, but Cook wanted me to see how it should be done.’ Her chin lifted in a way which had defiance written in its firm line and Richard groaned inwardly.




  ‘I see, well, you’d best get back to the kitchen. Let Cook know we will eat in half an hour.’ Mrs Latimer turned away. ‘Now then darling, tell us what you are doing home

  so unexpectedly. Come along, Mr Latimer,’ to her husband, ‘Let’s all have a sherry before luncheon. Anne, ring the bell for Dorcas, will you, dear. Do you know, I really think we

  should have a butler, my dear,’ Celie heard her say to Mr Latimer, ‘or at least a footman . . .’




  ‘Well?’ Cook said when Celie returned to the kitchen. ‘What did you think?’




  ‘What about, Cook?’ Celie answered casually, drifting over to the table. She was back in familiar surroundings now and therefore safe and she slowly let out her breath on a long sigh

  of bright-eyed bemusement. What had happened? What had it all been about? She had seen Master Richard a dozen times in the past years since he had gone away to school, in the garden and

  stable yard and had thought him quite unremarkable and no different from his brothers. The younger ones she knew better, of course, because they had been in and out of the kitchen when she was

  younger. She had seen them all in the gardens and woods, climbing trees when Nanny Ella was not dancing attendance, then they had gone away to school and it was only during the holidays that she

  had caught glimpses of them about the place. Master Richard had been almost a man then, far above her, remote as a star as he came and went with his dashing school friends and when he had gone into

  the army, he had notbeen home a great deal and when he had, his life certainly did not touch hers. Dorcas talked of him, of course, for she and Fanny served at meal times, saying how handsome he

  looked in his uniform and how the young ladies hung on his every word. The apple of his mama’s eye, Dorcas said, and a son any man would be proud of.




  ‘What about? What about!’ Cook was incensed. ‘Lands sakes girl, where have you been? Down to the pierhead to see the boats? The house, of course. What did you reckon to

  the drawing room?’




  ‘Lovely, Cook,’ Celie answered dreamily, picking an apple from the bowl on the table and sinking her teeth into it.




  ‘Is that all you’ve got to say about it, girl? What about all those books in the library?’ Cook was occupied with the greengage pudding and vanilla cream she intended to give

  the family for dessert. Hare soup to start with, made from the meat of a freshly killed hare delivered to her kitchen door only that morning, and in it would be lean gravy beef, ham and plenty of

  vegetables, good stuff for growing children since she had been told by Mrs Latimer that they were to luncheon en famille today. There were roast ribs of beef ready to come out of the oven

  and in a moment she would mix up the batter for the Yorkshire pudding to go with it. Horseradish sauce, french beans and roast potatoes. A simple meal but suitable for a family gathering.




  Celie was beginning to come out of the dream-like state into which the encounter with Master Richard had spun her and it was beginning to assume its proper proportions. She smiled at her own

  foolishness, for what had there been about it to make her so woolly-headed? He was only Master Richard, after all, and nothing to do with her. It had been like a dream really, one of those which

  are so nice you don’t want to wake up from them. A dream or a very simple occurrence which she herself had dreamed into something more than it was. Master Richard had merely greeted

  her, asked her who she was . . . hadn’t he? Been polite and smiled . . . but he had . . . and the memory tripped her pulse a little . . . brushed back her hair . . . what of it? She was a

  little girl to him . . . like one of his sisters . . . but had he not . . . ? don’t be foolish, nothing had happened which she could not tell Cook about and as though to prove it to herself

  she heard her own voice say,




  ‘Master Richard’s home, Cook, and Mrs Latimer says to have luncheon in half an hour.’




  ‘Lands sakes, girl, you didn’t meet the family!’ Cook turned, the flour in one hand, a spoon in the other, ready to begin the delicate task of making Yorkshire pudding which

  was, again, a simple, homely dish but one which needed care to produce.




  ‘I was in the hall when they came in.’ The statement included Master Richard in it, just as though he had entered at the same time as his family and it was almost as though he had,

  and that the dream-like quality of what had happened between them had not taken place at all.




  ‘And what did Madam say?’ Cook was aghast. Celie Marlow was the lowest of the low in the ranks of the servants and certainly had no right in the front house and who would be blamed

  but her if Mrs Latimer took exception to it.




  ‘Nothing. She didn’t seem to mind . . .’ because she was under the sweet enchanting spell her eldest son knew how to weave, but of course Celie’s young mind did not think

  in those exact terms.




  ‘Thank God for that. Now put your apron on and reach me those eggs will you, girl, and get the butter from the pantry, and it’s no good sitting there with your knife and fork in your

  hand, Dan Smith, because there’s no steak and kidney pie for you until the family’s been served.’




  Celie smiled at Dan who winked at her, then, tying the apron strings about her waist, she moved on light feet towards the pantry.




  







  Chapter Five




  When Celie had left school at the age of fourteen, she didn’t know whether to be pleased or sorry about it because in a way she’d enjoyed learning and Miss

  Entwistle had told her it was a shame she couldn’t have continued since she’d got a good brain. Some girls, Miss Entwistle said, went on until they were sixteen or seventeen and a few,

  really clever ones, really lucky ones, even went to college, just like gentlemen did, but of course, not girls in Celie’s situation and though she had not voiced this last, Celie knew

  what she meant.




  For a year after that she continued with her work as scullery maid, skivvy really, at everyone’s beck and call, even Kate’s who, now that Celie Marlow was a “proper”

  servant just like her, felt she was entitled to fling an order or two at her, especially as, when Patsy left, Kate expected to be put up to kitchen maid. It was not just the relatively light jobs

  such as peeling spuds that Celie must now share but the scrubbing. The scrubbing of the kitchen floor, the scullery, the pantry, the still room, the laundry, the kitchen tables and chopping boards,

  the scouring of the mountains of saucepans, steamers, frying pans, baking tins, roasting pans and all the utensils Cook used in her preparation of three hearty meals a day.




  She cleaned windows and washed down walls, blackleaded the cast-iron kitchen range and brought in the coal which heated it. The enormous machine was the bane of Kate’s life and she was

  only too glad to pass the job onto Celie, as Patsy had passed it on to her when she was a newcomer. The fire in it, which burned all day, was left to go out at night and every morning at

  precisely six o’clock, which was when her day started, Celie had the task of cleaning it, sifting the ashes, then re-laying and lighting the fire before she began her other duties. The cast

  iron must be cleaned with blacklead which was rubbed in, then brushed and buffed with a felt pad, the brass fender round the range had to be polished and all these tasks must be accomplished before

  Cook came into the kitchen to start her day’s labours. There was the mincer which clamped on to the kitchen table, to be cleaned, choppers, slicers, corers and all the gadgets Cook

  used during the day; the heavy stockpot which was always kept simmering on the range to ensure a constant supply of soups and broths and which was emptied into a crockery container last thing at

  night, to be returned to the scoured pan the next day to heat up again.
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