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Part 1




1


Lily Elliott narrowed her eyes and squinted into the low flaring of the evening sun which lay across the waters of the river. The sky to the east had gone quite mad with brilliant colours, blood red and apricot fighting with gold and lemon, blush pink and the palest green all merging into a delicate shade of lavender above her head where a solitary star kept company with a sliver of moon. Before this glory stood a tall forest of gently swaying masts towering above sheds and warehouses, a great multitude seemingly linked together with miles of rigging, halyards and reefed sails, dark and graceful against the sunset. For as long as Lily could remember the waterfront had been a magical mixture of spices and coffee, tobacco and turpentine, tar and soot, ropes and rigging, sails and smokestacks, horses and carriers, kegs, casks and barrels and ships flying the flags and colours of every nation. Even the new and ugly steamships had a place in her heart, for they were, after all, things of the sea, but, naturally, her true and everlasting devotion was given to the beautiful sailing ships that lined the dock, one of which belonged to her father.


Her ma and pa had walked on a little way and for a moment she was alone in the dusky subdued murmur of the dockland as it settled down for the night. The sound of gulls crying plaintively as they perched along yardarms and the roofs of warehouses. The gentle suck and slap of the moving water as it lifted and fell against the wall of the dock and swirled about the pilings that supported the piers. The sound of men’s voices murmuring from decks and galleys as Lily moved along the cobbled roadway of the dock, gazing up in total enchantment at the dozens of bowsprits that jutted out proudly, sharply spearing the falling dusk from each ship’s bow over her head. Voices in many languages, for these lovely vessels came from the four corners of the world, bringing grain from North America, nitrates and guano from South America, bales of raw cotton from the southern states of America, beef and mutton from the meat-exporting countries of the world, raw wool from Australia, timber from America and Canada and Newfoundland, tea and spices from the Orient.


She sniffed enthusiastically, inhaling the pungent aroma of cowhides and jute, the sweetness of molasses and sugar and all the sea-fresh tanginess of the river which was part of the lives of those who lived beside the great crossroads of the city that was second only to London in the British Empire. Lily loved it, its great vigour and swaggering life, its bubbling dynamism, its proud boast that there was no place on earth like Liverpool; every seaman who sailed the seven seas said so and Lily believed it implicitly.


Someone was whistling “The Bonny Sailor Boy”, a song about a pretty Liverpool lass who fell in love with a handsome young seaman. Lily knew it well since it was a favourite of her father who sang it in a loud, rich baritone whenever he took a bath. Not that Lily had ever seen her pa in the bath, for that was a private affair that took place before a good fire in her parents’ bedroom. Pa would hump the hip bath up the narrow stairs and then he and ma, going up and down a dozen times with cans of hot water, would fill it, close the door and after a good deal of splashing and singing, accompanied by much laughter, there would be silence, a silence that Lily would not dream of interrupting. Ma and Pa loved one another deeply, a love that spilled out and wrapped itself about her but there were times, especially when Pa was home, when Lily knew she was excluded from this special time they spent together. Pa said that he and Ma had taken one look at each other eleven years ago and had fallen instantly and permanently in love.


Her ma and pa were beautiful. Yes, that was how she would describe them, even her pa who was as tall and dark and handsome as her ma was tall and silvery and exquisite. A striking couple, she had heard them called and it was true, for wherever the three of them went she noticed that heads turned to gaze after them. She took after her ma in colouring and was already tall for her age, but whereas ma was serene, calm, tranquil as a swan gliding on unruffled waters, her pa was what Ma called a firebrand, hot-tempered, vigorous, noisy and ready to argue with anyone whose opinion he did not agree with – except Ma, who never really argued anyway – and she, Lily, was the same, determined to have her own way but reluctant to hurt Ma while she got it!


A waggon drawn by two gigantic Shire horses pulled away in the growing gloom bound for the transit sheds where the cargo would be sorted and weighed, the load of barrels on it the last to be discharged from a merchantmen, for it was almost dark.


There were neatly stacked piles of boxes and bales lying close to the water’s edge waiting to be taken aboard a clipper ship bound for Lily knew not where, though wherever it might be she would dearly have loved to be aboard it. Lily loved the river, the sea and the ships that sailed them with the same passionate intensity as her pa, and when she was old enough and had finished the schooling her ma insisted upon, then she meant to sign her indenture to serve aboard the Lily-Jane, her pa’s schooner, for however many years her pa would allow, taking over as master when the time came. That wouldn’t be for a long time yet, of course, for Pa was only a young man, in his prime, he said, at forty-one, though it seemed very old to Lily. She would be taught the art, trade and business of a mariner or seaman, as it was quoted in the Certificate of Indenture, as her pa had done as a lad. She had not yet disclosed her plans to Pa since she was only ten years old and there was plenty of time yet, and she was not quite sure how all this would come about, or even how Pa would take it; but she had wanted only one thing in her life ever since she had first been taken aboard the Lily-Jane as a toddler, and that was to be a seaman like her pa.


A mongrel suddenly darted out from behind a bollard which it had been sniffing and then, as though it were satisfied with what it found, cocked its leg, urinating in a long stream against it. It turned to give her an enquiring look, stopping for a moment and she held out her hand to it, making the sort of encouraging noises one makes to an animal, wondering where it had come from. If it was a stray perhaps she could persuade it to come with her. It was a nice-looking little thing, a bit scruffy with one ear hanging down and the other pricked and she thought Ma might just take to it, for she was fair game for anything lost or helpless. Lily had always wanted a dog but this one was wary, regarding her suspiciously before walking off briskly in the other direction, evidently on some important business of its own.


Lily straightened up. She lifted her neatly bonneted head and again sniffed the salt-laden, spice-laden, tar-laden air, drawing great draughts of it greedily into her lungs, forgetting the dog that had temporarily diverted her, staring into the future with unfocused, dreaming eyes, almost tripping over a thick length of tarred rope that lay in her path. Unconcerned, she dawdled on over the narrow wooden bridge which linked George’s Dock and Canning Dock. Each dock had a master all of its own and the master had a gateman under him whose job it was to attend to the hauling in and out of the vessels and to regulate the height of the water according to the tides. The dock entrance was fitted with massive lock gates fashioned from long-lasting tropical timbers such as greenheart. The gates penned the water inside the dock basins as the tide fell in order to keep the level high enough to float the ships. There was a walkway over these gates which parted to allow the entrance and exit of the ships, a narrow path of sturdy wooden planks with iron posts on either side linked with steel chains. She rattled the chains as she went, longing to swing on them over the water as she had seen daring lads do but she knew her parents might look round at any moment and Ma would be horrified, and upset, a state neither Lily nor her pa could bear to see her in.


Decorously she followed them. Ma and Pa had their heads together. Ma laughed, a lovely soft laugh that Pa said was like the tinkling of bells, and Pa, not caring whether anyone was watching or not, kissed Ma on the lips and she laughed again, holding Pa’s arm close to her side. Lily was not surprised, for she was used to her parents’ show of affection for one another, even in public.


There were high, many-windowed buildings on either side of them now as they passed between two enormous warehouses, then they were out in the dying sunlight again and on the approach to Canning Dock Basin where Pa’s ship was tied up. Lily could see it, lamps shining along its length and, excitement suddenly bubbling up inside her, she began to hurry to catch up with Ma and Pa who had stopped to wait for her at the bottom of the short gangway.


“Come on, slowcoach.” Pa smiled, holding out his arm and, when she reached him, cradling her against him. “It’s time we had our meal and got you into your bunk or you’ll still be in the land of nod when we set sail in the morning. We have to catch the tide, you know.”


“Oh, Pa, I’m sorry but there’s always something new to see and even the old things are wonderful. Did you notice that four-masted barque from Buenos Aires? She must have just docked on the last tide. The Santa Mari a, she was called and I could smell her cargo as I went past.”


“You would, sweetheart. It was guano.” Pa pulled a wry face, wrinkling his nose.


“It really is awful,” her mother offered, but Lily, loyal to the sea and ships and indeed anything at all to do with either, frowned.


“Oh, no, Ma, I thought it was quite . . . interesting.”


“Interesting! Lily, you’ll have nothing said against even a cargo of guano will you, my darling? Thank heavens you don’t have to carry it, Richard.” Jane Elliott turned to smile at her husband and for a moment Lily was irritated by Ma’s lack of understanding, then she sighed and smiled lovingly as though her mother were some small child who could not be expected to grasp what the adults were discussing. Ma would be happy if all cargoes were of silk or spices, China tea or Brazilian coffee, lovely things to look at and delightful things to smell, and the world of cargoes such as cattle or cement, brimstone or pepper, coal or salt which was where the money lay, her pa would agree with that, was beyond her sweet understanding.


“Well, it’s time we were getting aboard, dearest, if we’re to prepare for the morning tide. I can see Mr Porter looking at us with great misgivings as though already he believes we are doomed to fetch up at the bottom of the Irish Sea by taking women on board. You’d think he’d be used to it by now, wouldn’t you?”


The disapproving face of Pa’s second-in-command peered over the side of the ship. He was a lanky Yorkshireman with a craggy face which thirty years at sea had turned to the colour of mahogany. He wore the usual seaman’s attire of navy blue gansey, a kind of heavy knitted jersey, and sturdy drill trousers tucked into his boots. In bad weather he would don waterproofs. His peaked cap was a badge of his status on board – the others wore woollen headgear which pulled down over their ears – and Lily had heard Pa say that if he had to leave his ship in the charge of one man that man would be Jethro Porter. This was quite amazing really, for Mr Porter’s family had been in the woollen trade far from the sea for many generations, and where young Jethro had acquired his love of ships, never having seen one until he arrived in Liverpool, was a mystery. His piercing blue eyes, surrounded by a web of wrinkles, surveyed the two females, for that was how he thought of all women, with great suspicion, but he had to accept that on this trip they were to be passengers aboard the Lily-Jane.


“Well, come along, Lily, let’s go and see if the luggage is aboard and whether Johnno’s made up your bunk. See, the hatches are battened down and we’ll be ready to sail on the morning tide. Up you go. Mind your step, Jane,” handing his wife solicitously up the short gangway, “and you, Lily, don’t stir from your mother’s side while I go and get changed.”


“I won’t, Pa.”


He smiled at this child of his who was in his eyes quite perfect except for her gender. Her vivid face was aglow with excitement and her eyes were a brilliant silvery grey. The thick fan of her eyelashes constantly shadowed her rounded, childish cheek as she blinked in what seemed to be a transport of delight, trying to look at everything at once, determined not to miss one moment of this memorable journey. She loved all this as much as he did, as much as his own father had done and he supposed the sea must be in her blood, for they came from a long line of seamen. For over a century Elliotts had been carrying small cargoes to and from all the ports around the Irish Sea and there was even talk of one of them who had involved himself in the most profitable trade of all: the triangle of manufactured parts to Africa, slaves from Africa to the West Indies and southern states of America and sugar and tobacco from there to Liverpool. Richard could believe it, for how had his ancestor been able to accumulate enough money to purchase the schooner in which his great-grandfather had finally settled to coastal trading? The Lily-Jane was the third ship from that first one called Seamaid and his only concern was what was to happen when he was gone. Jane should have no more children, the doctor had told him that after Lily’s birth. No son then, just this one child, but still, he was not a man for worrying about the future when the present was so hopeful and filled with promise. He was a happy man who loved his family and his chosen trade and he wouldn’t change his life with any man. There were many fabulously wealthy men in Liverpool, merchant princes, shipbuilders, men of vision who were making a fortune out of the sea but he, Richard Elliott, was the luckiest of them all, for wasn’t he loved by Jane Elliott which none of the others could claim.


Her ma had shoe-horned herself into the tiny cabin she and Pa shared, laughing as she did her best to stow away – is that the expression, Richard? she asked – the small wardrobe she had brought with her. They had eaten a splendid meal of fresh plaice, bought only that morning from one of the boats of the small fishing fleet that operated from Liverpool, tiny new potatoes and newly picked green peas from the market, all prepared by Johnno who could have got a job in the kitchens at the Adelphi, Mrs Elliott told him in that gracious way she had, making him squirm with pleasure. The ladies had then retired for the night. Not that Lily considered herself a lady. When she was on the Lily-Jane she was a seaman, pure and simple, longing to do all the things Johnno and Mick, the fourth member of the crew, did. It was most mortifying to be put to bed like a small child, tucked up in the hammock which hung just outside the cabin in which her parents slept. Of course, to sleep in the hammock almost made up for the indignity of being told to go to sleep like a good girl. It swung most delightfully and was really very comfortable and she thought she might ask Pa if she could have one at home in her bedroom but she didn’t think Ma would agree so she’d best make the most of this. The Lily-Jane, though she was tied up at the dockside by bow and stern, moved up and down with the rise and fall of the water and though Lily had made up her mind that she would not sleep for a moment, wasting precious time that could be spent in other more exciting ways, she was lulled by the lovely swaying movement of the schooner and was quite put out when Pa woke her to say that they were to cast off in ten minutes and was she to lie there all day!


There were dozens of vessels like themselves all racing to catch the tide, many of them with pilot boats to guide them over the treacherous sand bars: small, strongly built sloops painted white with a green stripe round their sides and a number displayed on their flag. Packet ships, built for speed, carrying the Royal Mail and going to New York, the journey there and back an incredible seventeen days. A beautiful clipper ship under full sail, off to China, Pa told Lily, to bring back tea and spices and opium. There were frigates and brigantines and all making for the estuary to catch the tide so that Lily wondered how her pa could possibly steer through so much traffic. Naturally, she knew he would, for he was the best seaman in the world and one day, when she stood beside him at the helm, she would be just as adroit.


She leaned against her pa, looking back to the hazed morning skyline of Liverpool. By now the docks were a seething mass of men and waggons, cargoes of every sort from timber to tea, the gentle patience of Shire horses, cranes and derricks, women and children selling something or other, and all backed by the cliffs of the warehouses, block after block, and the soaring elegance of St Nicholas Church.


She sighed with deep satisfaction, watching Pa’s lean brown hands on the wheel, so strong and sure as he moved into the flow of traffic. They were sailing outward so their course lay to the north beyond the influence of the Gulf Stream and did she notice, Pa asked, that the homeward vessels were sailing south so as to avail themselves of the current? Pa was full of wonderful information like that, all the things he himself had learned and which he was passing on to her, which surely meant he intended her to follow in his footsteps. Ma stayed in the tiny cabin, not at all concerned with the steamships in tow of steam tugs, nor the brig Henrietta which passed them to starboard, preferring to read Charlotte Brontë’s novel, Villette, which was incomprehensible to Lily. Not the novel, which she herself had read and enjoyed, but the fact that Ma could calmly sit below with her nose in a book when she might be up here with her and Pa. The wind sang in the rigging and the gulls wheeled and dived and made their usual cries which sounded just like a baby in distress. The slap of the wind made the sails crack menacingly but Lily wasn’t afraid, for her pa had them all safe in his hands, with Mr Porter, who stood just to the right of Pa, snapping out orders to Johnno and Mick, ready to take over if he was needed. Lily had on what her ma called her “adventuring” clothes, a warm woollen skirt, quite short so as not to impede her movements on the deck, stout boots and woollen stockings and a gansey just like the ones the crew wore, knitted for her by her mother. On her head was a cabin boy’s peaked cap into which the plait her ma had done for her, thick and heavy, was tucked up. She had a line on her, for Pa was most careful about safety, at least with her, though the men, in bare feet, ran and climbed without the least heed of danger, though the decks, as they raced for the estuary, were steep and slippery with spray. Lily felt the line was not needed, for she was as sure-footed as a cat, especially if she had been allowed to remove her boots and stockings like Johnno and Mick, but Ma said it was not ladylike and so that was that as far as Pa was concerned. Ma’s word was law! She, Lily, had even offered to climb aloft to help Mick with the mainsail which had proved awkward but Pa had smiled at Mr Porter as though to say what could you do with a girl like her, but Mr Porter merely “hummphed” in his throat and exchanged a look with Mick as though he knew exactly what he would do. Mr Porter did not approve of her and Ma being aboard, for like many sailors he believed a woman on a ship was bad luck and they had enough to contend with, with storms and winds, or the lack of them, with the hazardous journey out of the river where the tide shifted the silt and sand from day to day, without adding to it by sailing with females!


At last they passed the rocks on which the New Brighton Lighthouse was built, moving out into Liverpool Bay and steering north. It was a glorious day, sunny and warm with the clear sea reflecting the blue of the sky. They sailed quite close to the shore, the lovely long golden beach of what was known as North Shore, backed by rippling sand-dunes which disappeared around the northern horizon at Formby Point and lined the coast of Lancashire for twenty miles.


A windmill stood close to the beach, a tall brick mill called the Wishing Gate Mill and it was at this point that Ma came out on deck to watch the bathers who were trundled down to the water in bathing machines. It was August and high water and the shore and the sea were crowded with visitors from the manufacturing districts “coom fur t’ha dip in’t watter”. The “dowkers” or “dippers”, whose job it was to attend the machines and help the bathers, kept a watchful eye on the segregated sexes, for some gentlemen had been known to swim among the ladies which was strictly forbidden though for the life of her Lily didn’t know why.


Mr Porter was mortified when Captain Elliott casually suggested that his daughter, ten years old for God’s sake, might like to take a turn at the wheel and Mrs Elliott looked none too pleased, neither.


“Oh, Pa, can I?” Lily gave her father a look of radiant gratitude as she placed her small hands on the wheel with the reverence one reserved for holy occasions. It warmed his heart and yet at the same time squeezed it with anguish, for he was beginning to recognise what was in his child. This was perhaps the eighth or was it the ninth occasion when his wife and daughter had sailed with him on a coastal voyage. The truth of the matter was that he could barely bear to be apart from his lovely wife and every time he was forced to leave her, though it was not for more than a week or ten days, some part of him felt as though it were being cut out of him with a rusty knife. He knew it was ridiculous and he would not have admitted it to anyone, even to her who knew how much he loved her. If he could arrange for her to go with him, perhaps three or four times a year, he made the excuse that it made a little holiday for her and the child, but in reality it was for his own sake. He had been thirty years old and already a ship-owner when he met the eighteen-year-old delicately lovely daughter of a ship’s chandler in Water Street, Liverpool, and, as he had told Lily a dozen times, fell instantly and enduringly in love with her. And she with him which was even more wonderful. They were married within the month and for the first year of their marriage she had gone everywhere with him, much to the disgust of Jethro Porter who had loved no woman and never would. Then Lily was born and the event put an end to the voyages, at least until she was old enough to accompany her mother and father. At five years old she had gone to school, a select private school for young ladies in Walton on the Hill where Richard rented a smart, semi-detached little villa, a school chosen by Jane where the pupils were taught by an enlightened staff of teachers. Not just embroidery and music and painting, which Lily thought to be a complete waste of time, for what use would they be to a seaman, but mathematics, geometry, a little algebra, arithmetic, of course, history and geography. Lily lapped all that up like a cat at a saucer of cream, along with current affairs which she knew would be helpful when she became a sea captain like her father. She would have to know what was going on in government, wouldn’t she, and indeed everywhere else if she was to be a success in the world of trade and so she applied herself to the lessons which would not have been wasted on a son, if Richard Elliott had had one.


But when the school was closed for the summer holidays, when there was no threat of winter storms or icy squalls, he took his wife and daughter on one of his coastal trips, or sometimes further. They had been to Ireland for a cargo of grain, Cornwall for china clay and to North Wales for stone, but today they were making for Barrow-in-Furness just beyond Morecambe Bay, only a short run this time which, with them aboard, suited Mr Porter down to the ground, to deliver machinery for the ironworks and to fetch back a cargo of pig-iron.


The Lily-Jane had been built at Runcorn especially for trading to small ports about the Irish Sea. She had little change in her draught fore and aft and had flat floors to take ground and to remain upright at low tide. She responded with great readiness when sailing in narrow waters. She was a wooden sailing ship, a fast schooner of 298 tons, ninety-nine feet in length and twenty-five feet wide. She was rigged as a two-masted vessel with square sails on both masts plus an additional small mast behind the mainmast to carry a large fore and aft sail called a spanker. She was strongly built with a pointed stern with the rudder hung outboard. In fact she was the perfect vessel for Richard Elliott’s trade and even his Lily could have handled her with perfect ease, which he was aware she was longing to do.


Together, his strong seaman’s hands on top of her small, still childish ones, they steered the Lily-Jane through the relatively calm waters that ran up the coast of Lancashire. The wind blew into their faces, both of them rapt with their shared love of this sailing ship, this joyous union of ship and water, the sunlight creating a diamond path ahead of them into which they fearlessly sailed, and for a moment the mother, the wife, was startled, for their expressions were identical. Her daughter was a beautiful child, even she admitted that, like a white rose, a white rosebud, flushed at the edge of its petals with pink, new and fresh, delicate and fragile. But Lily was not fragile at all: Jane Elliott knew that, for she was like her father with a core of steel in her which, when she was older, would allow her to submit to no one, man or woman. Even now she was trying to edge her father’s hands away from hers, longing to have full control of the schooner. Mr Porter was beginning to mutter, not quite loud enough for his employer to hear what he said, but loud enough to make it known that he was complaining about something.


“What are you thinking, sweetheart?” Richard bent his head to Lily, for the moment ignoring his second-in-command’s muttering, his own words only just audible to Jane.


“That it’s just like flying, Pa, or what I think flying would be like. We seem to be gliding above the water just as that gannet is doing, d’you see?” taking her hand momentarily from the wheel and pointing to the long and slender bird just ahead of the Lily-Jane.


Mr Porter “tcch-tcched” angrily. He’d never seen the like, letting a small child, and a girl at that, take the wheel of a ship this size, or indeed any size, and to top it all she’d taken her hand off the wheel to point at something that had no bearing on the matter at all, which could have caused the Lily-Jane to veer most dangerously. Really, what was his master thinking of?


Richard heard the sound of disapproval and knew reluctantly that he had gone too far in allowing Lily to steer the schooner, even for a few minutes.


“You’d best let me have her now, sweetheart,” he whispered, putting her gently to the side of him, hearing her vast sigh.


“Can I do it again, Pa, can I? Perhaps tomorrow?” she pleaded.


“We’ll see, sweetheart, we’ll see.”


She put her arms about her pa’s waist and buried her face in the sea-smelling wool of his gansey. Her heart was filled with the magic and delight of the last five minutes and with anticipation, too, for surely her pa would see now what a good sailor she would make and would let her sail with him on all his voyages? She loved him so, her pa. Her ma was lovely, special, kind, but Lily had something inside her that belonged to no one but Pa. She loved her pa so much it hurt her at times but she wouldn’t have it any other way. There was no girl in the world who had such a wonderful pa as Lily Elliott.
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“I’ve decided that I’m going be a sea captain when I grow up,” Lily remarked experimentally at breakfast several days later.


She had made up her mind in bed last night that as she would have to tell her parents of her plans one day, that day might as well be now then they would have time to get used to the idea and her pa might even begin to take her on more frequent trips. As his . . . his apprentice, kind of.


“Have you, sweetheart?” her pa answered, his eyes on her mother, smiling in that certain way grown-ups have when they are not really listening. Ma was at the side table where Mrs Quinn had just brought in the toast and she stood in a shaft of hazed sunlight shining through the dining-room window. The sun turned her already silver pale hair, which hung down her back in a profusion of tumbled curls, to a radiant halo of light. Her flawless skin which was usually the colour of buttermilk had a creamy texture, almost honey-coloured and was touched at her cheekbones with a flush of carnation. Her eyes, as she turned to smile that smile she kept solely for Pa, though they were a dove grey in colour, had in them a hint of lavender. She had not yet changed from her morning robe, a drifting garment made from several layers of pearl grey chiffon tied modestly at the neck and waist with peach-coloured satin ribbons. She looked quite glorious; it was evident that Pa thought so, though Mrs Quinn was inclined to look the other way as though even now, after years of seeing to the Elliotts as a general cook, housekeeper, cleaner, laundry maid and dogsbody, she could not quite become used to the way her mistress dressed. She did it to please Captain Elliott, that much Mrs Quinn knew, and it worked, for the master could not keep his eyes, or his hands sometimes, off his wife. Even he was not properly dressed, decently dressed as Mrs Quinn saw it, but had on some sort of floor-length quilted robe. She shook her head as she left them to it and returned to the kitchen.


Lily made a shallow hole in the centre of the bowl of porridge Mrs Quinn had put in front of her five minutes ago. The sides of the hole kept caving in and with infinite patience she scooped them out again with her spoon. With Ma and Pa behaving in that dreamy way they had sometimes, which meant they were aware of nobody but each other, she had high hopes that she might be able to get away with not eating the gooey mess. Pa said, though she was not always sure he meant it, that she should clean her plate at every meal, for there were thousands of poor, starving children in the city who would be glad of it, and as far as she was concerned they were welcome to it.


She sighed gustily. It was very evident that neither had heard her remark about her future and she dithered about whether she should repeat what she had said. Perhaps not. She’d told them and if there was any argument later she would say, indignantly, that she had already told them and if they didn’t agree why hadn’t they said so at the time?


Pa was tucking into a vast plate of bacon, sausage and tomatoes, having already eaten his porridge, and Ma was nibbling on a sliver of lightly buttered toast. They were chatting now about the ballet at the Theatre Royal which Ma wanted Pa to take her to see before he set sail again.


“Agnes Mitchell tells me it’s absolutely wonderful and I really would love to see it, darling.” It seemed some famous dancer whose name Lily could not pronounce, let alone spell, was to perform and it was Ma’s dearest wish to see her before the ballet company returned to London.


Pa reached tenderly for Ma’s hand. “Then you shall, my angel, and this very night. Will Mrs Quinn stay over for a couple of hours, d’you think?”


“Oh, I’m sure she will, Richard. She’s always glad of the extra money.”


“I don’t need Mrs Quinn, Ma,” Lily ventured, but with little hope. “I can stay by myself. I am ten after all. Besides, I’d rather like to see the ballet myself.”


They both turned to look at her then, smiling with great tolerance.


“You wouldn’t like it, sweetheart,” her pa told her.


“How d’you know I won’t, Pa? How d’you know if I’ve never been? I might absolutely adore it. I’ve seen a picture in the art gallery of ballet dancers in perfectly sweet little dresses and Mary wants to be a ballerina when she grows up. She takes it at school,” in way of explanation.


“Does she, sweetheart? But I still don’t believe it’s suitable.”


“Why, Pa?”


“It’s for grown-ups, Lily, not children. Perhaps when I come home next Ma and I will take you to the . . . the . . .” He looked to his wife for inspiration and Lily knew they would suggest some childish thing like the zoo which she’d already been to a million times.


She stirred her porridge slowly, quite pleased with the swirls and circles this made, then reached for the syrup. Sometimes, if Pa was adamant that she eat it, she was allowed to pour in a spoonful of syrup which made it marginally more edible, but not much.


“How about the Polytechnic Exhibition at the Mechanics Institute, then? It’s in Mount Street,” she went on artlessly.


“I know where it is, my love, but I don’t think that would be suitable, either. It’s really for gentlemen, you see.”


“I know, that’s why I’d like to see it. And why is it that everything that’s of the faintest interest to anybody is only for gentlemen?”


“Eat your porridge, darling, or you’ll be late for school.”


Ignoring her mother, Lily tried again. “Well, will you take me to see the whale?”


“The whale?”


“Yes, the one caught in the Mersey the other day. It’s twenty-four feet long and twelve feet across and weighs three tons. If I can’t go to the ballet or the exhibition can I go and see the whale?”


Her pa sighed and glanced at his wife for help but she was absorbed with her toast, her eyes lowered, her long, curving lashes forming a fan on her slightly flushed cheek. They had made love no more than half an hour ago and the look about her, languid and sensual, told him that she would not be averse to starting again as soon as breakfast was over.


Lily sighed tragically but they took no notice of her and not for the first time she pondered on how this grand passion her ma and pa had for one another could be a definite disadvantage. Sometimes she felt as though she were invisible. Totally excluded from their life, though she knew they did not mean to be like this. She supposed it was because Pa was away such a lot that Ma felt she had to make up for his absences by being . . . being more attentive when he was home. Mary and Grace Watson’s pa, who had several stalls at St John’s Market and who came home every evening to his wife and children, did not act like her pa did, and neither did Mrs Watson. They put their cheeks together and kissed the air between them when Mr Watson came home, and she supposed they did the same in the morning, though Mr Watson went out so early Lily had never actually seen him go. The Watsons lived next door.


The Elliotts and the Watsons lived on Walton Lane in Walton on the Hill. It was what was known as a “nice” area of Liverpool. In fact it was almost in the country. Decent. Respectable. Not that it was by any means peopled by the wealthy but the families who rented the small, semi-detached villas which stretched along the tree-lined lane from Everton Valley to the vast acreage of the Walton Nurseries were in regular work, tradesmen, craftsmen who had served their time to many of the trades allied to shipbuilding. Bert Meadows who lived several doors down from the Elliotts was a wheelwright with his own small business at the back of Strand Street opposite Canning Dock, and Andrew Hale had his own cooperage in Water Street. Sean Flanagan, come out from Ireland twenty years earlier, was in house construction with an endless supply of Irish labourers from the old country to whom he paid starvation wages but who had helped him to become what was known in Lancashire as a “warm” man. Liverpool was growing fast, spreading out into the rural areas so that any man who could lay a brick or fashion a window frame was guaranteed employment.


Those living in Walton Lane were of the working classes, Lily’s pa said so, for didn’t they all, including himself, work for a living, but they were poles apart from the “poor” underprivileged working class who lived in the centre of the city and about the dock area. Among them were the dispossessed Irish, the itinerant Welsh, families from Scandinavia and Europe who, unable to raise the money for the fare, had got no further than Liverpool in their search for the “new world”. These men were unskilled and without a regular trade, working as porters, lightermen, dung collectors, cess-pool cleaners and rubbish collectors, street sellers, pedlars and street labourers. The worst off poor were, of course, the Irish immigrants who took jobs even the most destitute Englishman would draw the line at if he had the choice. It was accepted that the proper thing to do was to save not only for your old age but for a rainy day, everyone knew that, but even the wages of a skilled man in full work allowed little margin for saving. So what chance had they in Netherfield Road which was in the centre of the northern dock system, in Park Lane, St James Street, Windsor Street, Northumberland Street and the southern dock area which, it was acknowledged, was where the worst of the slums were situated and in whose back-to-back courts the residents lived as close as maggots in cheese. They wallowed, there could be no other word to describe it, in three-storey houses the structures of which rose from a sea of stench and were so rotten they were ready to tumble to the ground with the weight of people they housed. A pitiful mass of humanity which sweated in the tottering tenements and wretched rat-infested cellars, a vast army of indigent poor who lacked all means of a comfortable existence and who had no prospect of ever getting one. Drunkenness, depravity and crime flourished in the festering warrens where it was said there were more people living, if you could call it that, to the square mile than there were fish in the sea.


Not so in Walton Lane. In fact it is doubtful that the children of the families who lived there were even aware that such people and places existed. Certainly not Lily Elliott or Grace and Mary Watson, Evie and Maggie Meadows, although the Flanagans, whose pa had come a long way from the sod cottage in Ireland where he was born, might have had an inkling, for Sean was proud of his success and was never tired of telling his children about it. There were fields, green and sweet and starred with poppy, buttercup and clover, spread out on the other side of the hawthorn hedge that bordered Walton Lane. There were cows standing knee-deep in pasturage, their placid heads turning to look at the children who sometimes stood on the bottom rung of the gate set in the hedge and called to them. There were farms where they were often sent by their mothers to fetch a can of foaming milk or a dozen eggs or a pound of best butter, and the foetid stink of the alleys off Netherfield Road and Northumberland Street never reached their noses. They were children of the great seaport of Liverpool which gave their fathers a decent living, born and bred in it, used to the noise and vigour of their city through which poured the peoples of the world, the cosmopolitan population bringing its own cultures and language. They were at home in the bustle of the busy pavements where their mothers shopped at Lewis’s, Owen Owen’s and T.J. Hughes. The singing excitement of the River Mersey, the landing stage and the long esplanade which stretched from Princes Dock northwards and where their families took their Sunday afternoon walk. The teeming dockland and its fragrances, some heady and delightful, others rank and insidious from the cargoes that came from every part of the world.


But they were also children of the countryside, for they played in its fields and meadows and small woodlands where their mothers knew they were as safe as though they were in their own back gardens. They had been born in Liverpool and spoke with the adenoidal accent which was a mixture of Dublin and Cardiff and Glasgow, and the careful articulation of their teachers, since they all attended decent schools, did nothing to eliminate it.


The neat homes they lived in were well built and well kept. They were each set in a short walled garden to the front and a long stretch at the rear which backed on to a bit of spare ground. They all had a bow window each side of the front door and two flat sash windows above and in the roof a tiny dormer window which allowed light into a slip of an attic. The front door opened into a square, white and black tiled hallway off which were three doors, one to the parlour, one to the dining-room and the third to a modern kitchen which in turn led to a scullery. Upstairs were three good-sized bedrooms. Spacious and airy, or so it would be deemed by those who lived in their own filth down by the docks and who hadn’t, in the eyes of the residents of Walton Lane, the gumption to get themselves out of it as they had done. Bloody hard work and perseverance, which they’d all shown, was needed, along with a bit of good old Liverpool common sense, for good fortune didn’t come to those who sat about on their arses bemoaning their lot, as Sean Flanagan often said to his wife, in private, of course. He and many others had risen above it by gritting their teeth and getting on with it, working by day and spending their evenings at the Mechanics Institute learning to read and write and add up. They had found that it was possible in this growing and increasingly prosperous city, where shipbuilding trades and house construction opened doors to those willing to labour at it, or took a chance on a small business, working all the hours God sends, to make a success of it, which those in Walton Lane had done.


Having eaten enough of her porridge to please her pa, who told her she was a good girl, and her ma, who said it was time she got ready for school, Lily got down from the table and went upstairs to change from her dressing-gown, in which Ma allowed her to eat breakfast, into her school clothes. Her bedroom was at the back, looking out over the bit of rough ground that lay between Walton Lane and Walton Road. She could see Jack and Charlie Meadows with Finn Flanagan, who should by now have been on their way to the school their parents paid good money for, bending over something in the long grass. There was a sort of pathetic whining coming through her open bedroom window and she leaned out in an effort to see what they were up to. Suddenly they stepped back, their hands held up, almost tripping over their own boots in their effort to get away from whatever it was they had been fiddling with. At once what seemed to be a confused bundle of fur began to roll and writhe, going over and over in the rough and stony ground. Lily stared, leaning out even further as she tried to make out what it was and when she did she let out such a scream Mrs Quinn dropped her frying pan which she was just about to put into steep. It was a dog and a cat which the boys had tied tail to tail. The animals were much the same size and at first attempted to fight one another, but in a moment or two they had had enough and wanted to part company. The dog pulled and then the cat, dragging each other in terror backwards and forwards across the ground while the three boys slapped their thighs and howled with laughter.


It took her no more than twenty seconds to fling herself out of her room, down the stairs, through the kitchen past the startled Mrs Quinn, down the length of the garden and over the high wall like a monkey going up a stick. Her ma and pa had come to the door of the dining-room, ready to run upstairs, and as she flew past them they began to follow her, both begging her to tell them what was wrong and why had she screamed. There didn’t seem to be much wrong with her by the vigour of her flight, for which they breathed a sigh of relief. Her scream had frightened them both.


“Lily?” her pa queried, but she was on the other side of the wall by then and when he reached it he was just in time to see her throw herself at the dog and cat, her hands scrabbling to untie the knotted twine that fastened the two animals firmly together.


“It’s all right, it’s all right,” she was muttering to them as they bit and scratched at her, and at each other. In a moment she was dripping with blood, her own or the terrified animals’ Richard could not tell. He leaped the wall with the same force as his daughter, unconcerned with the rich satin of his quilted bed-robe and as he held the demented animals apart and away from her, Lily managed to separate the tails of the two animals. The cat streaked away, a black, spitting bundle of fury, disappearing over the wall of a garden on Walton Road but the dog, no more than a puppy really, quivered and whimpered and pressed itself against Lily’s chest where she held it, as though seeking human comfort.


“Give the dog to me, Lily,” her pa said gently, taking the animal from her arms, wanting to get her inside where the extent of her wounds might be ascertained. It might be that Doctor Draper was needed, for his daughter was in a bit of a mess. “I’ll deal with you later,” he told the three boys savagely, but later was not good enough for Lily.


With a cry of fury she sprang towards Finn Flanagan, who was the biggest and the oldest at twelve and, completely unprepared for the ferocity of her attack, he was forced back, almost measuring his length as he tripped clumsily on the tussocky grass. Her hands reached as though by instinct for his most vulnerable part, his eyes, raking down his forehead and eyebrows and continuing across both cheeks. Blood flowed and when he put up his fists as though she were another boy and he would fight her she clenched hers and landed one just below his belly where his manhood lay.


He howled in agony, bending double, and so great was Lily’s anger she even managed another kick at his shins before her father, hastily dropping the puppy, took her by the arms and dragged her off.


“Let me go, Pa,” she shrieked. “Did you see what those buggers had done to those animals?” Her pa was shocked and startled by her language, for her mother was bringing her up to be a lady. “That poor cat . . . is it all right, d’you think? And the puppy? Let me go, please let me go. They deserve a thrashing, all of them. Please, why don’t you fetch your whip and I’ll see they get it.”


“Lily, calm down, sweetheart, they’ll all be punished, I swear. Anyway, Finn looks as though you’ve pretty much finished him off so come home, there’s a good girl, and let your mother have a look at you. You’ve blood all over the place and—”


“No, Pa,” struggling to be free of her pa’s arms. Her hair, which she could sit on when it was free, was free now, hanging about her in a shroud of silvery gold where the sun caught it and her face was as red as a poppy. She glared about her and even though she was firmly held by her pa, Jack and Charlie Meadows put another few feet of space between them and her.


By now there was a row of fascinated heads peering over every wall within hearing distance, including that of Lena Flanagan who, on seeing her son reduced to a blubbering heap by Lily Elliott, God knows why, yelled for her husband to come and sort this bloody lot out, forgetting for a moment her Walton on the Hill manners and reverting to Scotland Road where Sean had married her.


Though Sean could not for the life of him see what all the fuss was about, since they were only a couple of strays, after all, Richard Elliott was probably the most prosperous and well educated among the residents of Walton Lane. He was a perfectly nice chap who always stopped for a chat and certainly put on no airs and graces, knowing where Sean himself came from, but Sean was a little bit in awe of him and if he said the lads had gone too far, which, in the captain’s eyes, it seemed they had, then he was perfectly willing to administer the appropriate punishment to his son, and Bert Meadows was the same. The little lass was a bit of a mess, what with scratches across her hands and even a bite on her lip which had swelled up alarmingly, and the doctor had been sent for, so the captain said, and would he like him to come and see to Sean’s lad who, he said with a twinkle in his eye, had got a bit of a pasting from the captain’s lass.


Lily lay in a state of interesting suffering on the sofa in the parlour. The doctor had applied some stuff that stung like the devil and had deliberated on whether the bite on her lip might need a stitch. She quite liked the idea of that, for it would be something to show off when she went to school the next day.


“Keep her off today, Mrs Elliott,” the doctor had told Ma, after deciding against the stitch. Doctor Draper was a believer in the new and radical “germ theory” and he went on to say that the wounds must be kept scrupulously clean to keep out the germs, and the patient should not touch that animal, referring to the puppy which was tied to the back door handle outside, where it could be heard howling dolefully, since Mrs Quinn would not allow it into her clean kitchen until it was properly bathed in a good carbolic soap.


“But it’s not our dog, Doctor Draper,” Ma said, horrified that the doctor should believe they would own such a filthy-looking animal.


“Well, your daughter seems to think it is, Mrs Elliott, but that is up to you.”


Lily cried and howled and even considered fainting a bit when Pa said he’d take the mongrel off to the . . . well, wherever stray animals were taken, which, he knew very well, though he wasn’t going to say so in front of Lily, meant it would be destroyed.


“Please, Pa, I can’t bear it,” she sobbed against her pa’s chest. “Poor little beggar. First it’s tied by the tail to a cat and now you mean to take it away and probably someone will wring its neck and make it into stew and it’s only a baby. How would you like it if—”


“Now then, darling, you must not say such things to your pa. He’s only trying to help. The dog is . . . is verminous and couldn’t possibly be let into the house in its condition.”


“Oh, Ma, I know that, but if Pa was to give it a bath in the washhouse with . . . with carbolic soap like Doctor Draper said, it’d be clean then and could come in here with me. Please, Ma, please. I can’t bear it if you take it away.” She had turned china white and her eyes, great brilliant pools overflowing with tears and too big for her face, rent her parent’s hearts. They loved her. They knew they sometimes excluded their daughter from their own totally selfish love for one another, though they didn’t mean to. It was just that whenever they were apart they missed one another so much and when they were together they felt the need to make every day, hour, minute full of loveliness to make up for the loneliness. Really, would it do any harm to let the child have what she wanted, which was a companion for herself alone? They could not give her a sister or brother which would have eased their own sometimes guilty hearts so what harm could come of letting her have a pet? At least have a look at the thing after it was cleaned up?


Lily could see them weakening and, knowing exactly when to strike, the iron being hot, so to speak, began to babble of never letting the puppy be a nuisance. She would feed it and keep it clean and brushed and take it for walks and never let it interfere with her homework and it could sleep in the washhouse – which she knew it wouldn’t do and so did they – and it would never get under Mrs Quinn’s feet and if she went back on any of these promises she herself would personally take the dog to . . . to . . . wherever it was Pa had intended taking it. She was not sorry she had given Finn Flanagan a good hiding, not seeing her parents’ amusement at the very idea of a ten-year-old girl giving a hiding to a big, twelve-year-old lad, though it was true she had, and she’d not apologise to him, though they had not asked her. She did not tell them that when she was up and about she meant to have a go at Jack and Charlie Meadows, since they were equally as bad as that lout Finn Flanagan.


The puppy, a female, as it happened, which Mrs Quinn happily seemed to think made it more acceptable, was quite a nice little thing when she was washed and brushed. They did their best, her parents, but they couldn’t keep Lily out of the washhouse while the ablutions took place. She was heaps better, she told them, dragging her old cloak about her nightgown, and she felt the pup would behave better if she were there to supervise. She didn’t. She would keep leaping up and trying to lick Pa’s face, then turning her attentions on her, her rough tongue everywhere at once in her canine delight. When Pa got her out of the sink she shook herself so vigorously both she and Pa had to get changed. Her coat was a mottled indeterminate brown and her ears seemed too large for her pointed face. The length of her tail was quite ridiculous, Pa said, which was why it had been so easy to tie it to the cat, which upset Lily all over again but when, at last, she was once more ensconsed on the parlour sofa, a mug of creamy cocoa in one hand, the other arm about the wriggling body of her new friend, Lily Elliott thought she had never, except when she was on the deck of her father’s schooner, been so happy in her life.


“Villette,” she said sleepily, stroking Villette’s rough fur.


“What was that, sweetheart?” Pa asked, putting down the Liverpool Mercury which he was reading out loud to her mother. Ma paused in her sewing, and looked up smilingly since she knew what her daughter meant.


“I shall call her Villette. Villy for short.”
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Jane Elliott was the only housewife on Walton Lane to have a servant. Her new husband had told her that she needed one, for he could not bear to see her at the sink with her hands in water, on her knees with a bucket at her side, slaving over an oven or doing any of the hundred and one tasks the wives of working men did every day of the week without a thought. Of course, he could afford one, for when he married her he was already in a fair way of business in the coastal shipping trade and so it was that Molly Quinn, who was ten years older than her mistress, and who, despite her name, was not Irish, came to “do” for her.


Though she was married to a comfortably off sea skipper with his own small schooner Jane Elliott was not a lady in the true sense of the word. She was not allied to the gentry, for her father had been a self-made man with his own ship’s chandlery business in Liverpool. He and her mother, overwhelmed by the beauty and seeming fragility of their only child, had not allowed her to work in the business though she had been perfectly willing to do so, being a good-natured lass with no conception of her own loveliness. It might have been that with the awed worship of her parents shaping her life she would become spoiled and selfish but she was a simple girl, not simple meaning a bit backward, but simple with an outlook on life that asked for no more than the content and peace she found in her home and the love with which her parents surrounded her.


When she was seven years old she was sent to a small, select school in Breckfield Road where, at a cost of £5 per annum, she was taught English reading, spelling, grammar, arithmetic, drawing, natural philosophy and chemistry, needlework and vocal music. She also learned to speak correctly, though she never lost her Liverpool accent, to walk properly, to sit gracefully and to use the correct cutlery at table.


Her parents were devastated when she fell in love with Captain Richard Elliott though they could not fault him as a husband. They felt he was exactly the right age for their unworldly eighteen-year-old daughter and was well able to support her, but to lose her, even though she was to go from the comfortable rooms above the shop where they lived no further than Walton on the Hill, was a great blow to them. Still, as she told them on her wedding day, they were welcome to come and visit her and Richard any time they pleased, particularly as he would be gone for days on end when he sailed away on his schooner, then called the Seamaid, after the first ship owned by the Elliotts.


There were sea captains, sailors, ship’s mates, seamen of all kinds in and out of John Mellor’s busy ship’s chandlers and it was one of these who killed John and Frances Mellor. Not intentionally, of course, but somewhere on a voyage one of them had picked up one of the diseases that were rife in the tropics and it had swept through the small area about John Mellor’s shop, taking fifteen people with it. John and Frances were among them.


Richard deliberated on whether to keep on their thriving little business, putting in a manager to run it, but, making one of the mistakes that seemed to dog him at times, he sold it instead, giving the small profit to his wife to spend as she pleased. Which she did, buying silk fans and gauze scarves, silk dresses and stunning little Zouave jackets, cashmere shawls, velvet gilets, dashing bonnets and morning robes that were nothing but a froth of gauze like sea foam.


Her husband was enchanted with her.


Molly Quinn watched it all with a jaundiced eye, for the pair of them were like children at play, she thought, with no conception of the real world, for they had never had to deal with it. Even the captain, though he worked hard when he was at sea and was what Molly called a real man, a real gent, had inherited what he had from his father. He had never had to struggle and neither had his young wife and yet could you condemn them, for they were the loveliest couple, not just in looks but in their dispositions as well. The same could not be said about herself, not that she was unattractive or had a mean nature but that her life had been one long fight to survive. Molly Quinn had had a hard time of it but she often thought if she’d looked like Mrs Elliott and been as sweet-natured and trusting and lucky she would probably have turned out just like her mistress and done just what she did. But she hadn’t!


She and Seamus had been married for no more than four years with four babies to bring up when he had fallen from a crane and broken his neck. They had lived in Brooke Alley off Vauxhall Road with a fine view of the coal yards to one side, the Vitriol Works to the other and a stone’s throw from the Borough Gaol where the young prostitutes hung about. Not to find customers from the gaol, though several of the gaolers made use of them, but because it was close to the docks. It was an appalling place to bring up children, with a gin-shop every two or three steps and the gutters awash with those who frequented them. Seamus, who had a steady job, and Molly had a basement cellar all to themselves, which was a luxury in an environment where it was quite normal for not one family but two or three to share a room. The alley was a narrow, flagged passage down the middle of which was an open drain in which floated sewage and all manner of nasty debris. The alley led to a close, a square around which tall, back-to-back houses stood and in which well over a hundred people, along with those who lived in the alley, shared one water supply and a couple of privies.


Molly worked hard to keep her growing family clean and decent, making sure every morning that she had enough water for the day, for sometimes the Communal Water Supply was turned off and there was none to be had until the next morning. She was lucky. She had three decent buckets in which to collect her water but it didn’t seem to matter to many of the other tenants who, having no utensil in which to boil a potato let alone collect water, didn’t bother overmuch with washing or scouring or anything that might take a little effort. In between pregnancies Molly went out to work, putting a bit by for when she was unable to carry on because of her condition. She went scrubbing or worked over a dolly tub in the laundry at the back of the Vitriol Works and they managed, she and Seamus, proud of themselves and their labours which kept them what Molly liked to think of as respectable. She squared her strong shoulders and worked beside Seamus despite the filth, the derelict people with whom she lived cheek by jowl, the men haggard, drunken, careworn, hopeless, the women weighed down by the yearly pregnancies they could not avoid, nursing their babies at dirty breasts as they sat on the steps that led up to the floors above her own basement. They reminded her strangely of the scurrying earwigs and other creeping insects that one finds when a log that has lain a long time on the ground is lifted, and she had no sympathy with them when they gave up. So many just sank into apathy, too overcome to make any further effort, but Molly was an intelligent young woman, bright and cheerful and optimistic. Until Seamus died.


For a while she sank into the same state of muck and muddle they all lived in, for without Seamus’s wage how was she to manage? Her home became as dirty, as verminous, as cold and cheerless as all the others in the alley and it was not until her youngest, a sweet little boy of only seven months, died one night in her arms, because of her neglect, she knew that, that she began to haul herself little by little out of the cesspool her life had become since Seamus’s death.


With three young children at her skirts, good little children, all girls, who obeyed her orders to stay where they were put, sometimes tied to a table leg for their own safety, she began a long, tortuous grind of scrubbing and scouring, holystoning the steps of better-off housewives in Everton and West Derby, laundry work at the local washhouse and in her own home at nights; of working in soap factories and pickle factories and indeed anywhere they would pay her for her labour. She was sometimes so exhausted she wished she had died with Seamus, despairing that she would ever get herself up out of the mire of poverty-stricken degradation. It would have been so easy to sell her body down at the docks – she was still a young and attractive woman – to get bread to put in her children’s mouths and a rag or two on their backs but she savagely refused to consider that since she had loved Seamus and the children he had left in her trust.


It was not until she discovered, or was discovered by, the Society for Bettering the Condition and Increasing the Comfort of the Poor, that she began to get a proper toehold on a new life. As the children grew it became more and more difficult to keep them safe and quiet while she worked. Victoria, Mary and Alice – Molly was a fervent royalist and had called her children after those of the dear Queen – were obedient and well mannered, for she would have them no other way, but they were children, well fed after that first dreadful fall into despair after Seamus’s death, healthy and lively and she began to fear that the fine tight rope she trod between managing, just, and not managing at all, was not going to hold her up for much longer.


The Ladies Benevolent Society, which visited distressed women in their homes and whom many of the inhabitants of Brooke Alley called “bloody interfering cows” were the ones to give her fresh hope. They directed her, through the Society for Bettering the Condition and Increasing the Comfort of the Poor, to a small school established twenty years ago and supported by the Anglican Church where her children would be looked after while she was at work, and indeed would be taught to read and write.


Though Molly Quinn had been brought up as a Catholic she let all the Church’s teaching fly out of the window, for a fat lot of good it, or the Church, had done her in her desperate struggle to survive. If her children were to be taught by Protestants what did it matter? She was sure that Seamus up in his Catholic heaven wouldn’t mind as long as his girls were safe, healthy and happy and the burden he had left on Molly’s shoulders was lifted a little. She begged his forgiveness every night for letting his little son die, for he had loved the child, but perhaps the baby was with his daddy and Seamus happy to have him. She comforted herself with this thought and got on with cherishing the rest of his children which was all she could do, after all.


An added bonus was that the three girls went to Sunday School which meant she had extra hours free to do other jobs and by the time her eldest was ten years old and ready to go as scullery maid to a good and respectable family with a promise of promotion if she “shaped”, which Molly knew she would, she was firmly in control of her life. It had taken her six years but she had done it.


But the hardships she had endured and overcome had made her intolerant, impatient with those who could not do, through sheer hard work and determination, what she had done. If she could keep herself respectable with three young children to fetch up then why couldn’t others, those who lolled about on doorsteps in the alley where she still lived. Not that her room was anything like theirs. She kept it whitewashed: even the bricks on the outside wall above her cellar window and door and about the basement steps that led down to them were got at every six months. Her small home was scrubbed, polished and scoured every night when she got home from work, for it was constant war to keep down the lice, the fleas, the rats and other vermin that lived beside those all about her. Her stove was blackleaded, her brasses polished and her two remaining children set off each day to school with clean aprons and stout boots and a decent meal for their dinner wrapped in a clean checked napkin. She had a handsome clock under a glass dome, bought second-hand from Paddy’s Market so that she was never late for any of her jobs. She had four matched glasses with a cut-out design on them. She had a dresser on which she kept her full set of English stoneware, cups, saucers, plates, dinner plates and tureens, second-hand, naturally, and in a drawer a well-polished set of cutlery. She had a good kettle, several saucepans, a round frying pan and a round egg roaster. There was a rug on her scrubbed floor and on her mantelshelf several small figurines of what looked like Chinamen, one or two chipped, certainly, but very pretty and proving that she was able to spend money not just on the necessities of life. She had a big double bed modestly hidden behind a shawl hung over a piece of rope in which she and the girls slept, three armchairs and a pine table scrubbed to the colour of rich cream with four chairs about it. She had snowy nets at her window and curtains she had made herself to keep out the rude curiosity of her neighbours who thought she had got above herself. And most important she had a good strong lock on her door and a shutter on her window for when she was not at home.


This, of course, was not until later in her life, after she had begun to work for Captain and Mrs Elliott.


It was at the church where she took her children every Sunday that she was asked if she would ever consider taking a full-time job as a housekeeper, cook, cleaner.


“It’s a nice home where you’d be going, Mrs Quinn. Mrs Mellor, who is a member of our congregation, has a daughter who is getting married and her husband-to-be is keen to get a decent, hardworking woman to look after their home. He’s a sea captain and will be away at times.”


“I couldn’t live in, Mrs Cooper. Me kids’re still young as yer know, and I couldn’t leave ’em alone.”


“I don’t think they need anyone to live in, Mrs Quinn. The captain, or so I was told by Mrs Mellor, intends taking his bride with him on his boat, for a time at least,” meaning until the babies start putting in an appearance. “He is not away for very long,” she went on vaguely, not being in any way familiar with the life of a seaman, even if she did live in Liverpool. “And then, when he’s home they will need looking after. I believe the future Mrs Elliott has been . . . she’s not very domesticated. She has been well educated and can sew but that seems to be her only accomplishment. Can you cook, Mrs Quinn?”


“A plain cook, Mrs Cooper, when I’ve summat to cook with,” remembering those days when it had been nothing but potatoes and oatmeal mixed with water.


“I shouldn’t think they will need more than that, my dear,” not meaning the potatoes and oatmeal, of course. “They are ordinary people, not of the gentry or anything like that, if you know what I mean. Mrs Mellor is the wife of a ship’s chandler but . . . well, think it over and if you’re interested let me know. Don’t be too long, though, for it will make a very nice job for someone.”


They had just come back from their honeymoon a little over three weeks later when Molly Quinn knocked at the newly painted front door of the grand little house in Walton Lane. She’d walked up from Brooke Alley, along Portland Street and into New Scotland Road which led to Everton Valley and Walton Lane. A walk of no more than twenty minutes which was very convenient and would be an added bonus, for once you got the length of New Scotland Road you were in the prettiest countryside Molly had ever seen. That’s if she got the job which, the more she saw of Walton Lane, the smart little semi-detached villa and the handsome couple who lived in it, became more and more desirable. God almighty, she could clean through this place in a morning and if they wanted a bit of cooking done, even the better kind, she’d soon learn.


They’d been to Southport, they told her, sitting on the sofa in the pretty parlour, holding hands and smiling at one another in such a way she began to feel somewhat embarrassed. It was very obvious they were made up with each other and were not really very concerned with how a house should be run or what she was to put in their mouths or whether or not she polished the brass every day. When could she start? the captain asked, not his wife who was mistress of this house, which was strange but then they were not what you’d call an ordinary couple at all, despite what Mrs Cooper had told her. They begged her to have another cup of tea, leaving her to pour it out for herself and would she like an almond tart, shop bought, she supposed, not being able to picture the elegant Mrs Elliott with a mixing bowl in her long-fingered white hands. The captain was to be off in a day or two, he didn’t say where, and wanted to know that his wife would be looked after while he was away. He would have taken her with him, he explained, as he meant to do whenever it was possible but his cargo was not one he would like his wife to be close to and when he told her what it was, manufactured goods for Ireland which was quite reasonable but bringing back cattle, she understood what he meant. Over the rim of her china cup she considered the slender loveliness of Mrs Elliott, who looked as though she’d never been in close contact with anything other than flowers and butterflies, blue skies and golden sunshine, pretty dresses and fragrant perfume, kittens and satin ribbons, in fact all the beautiful things in life that Molly Quinn had never encountered. She and Seamus had once taken the ferry to New Brighton, walking on the golden sands, looking in wonder at the pretty houses along the esplanade, the lovely municipal gardens, the sparkling jewels scattered on the sun-kissed river. That had been their honeymoon and she would never forget that day as long as she lived. They had held hands as these two were doing, for they were eighteen and had been wed only a week and so she understood, for she had known love.


“Well, Mrs Quinn, I think that’s about all,” the captain said, “unless you’ve anything else you’d like to ask, my darling.”


His darling proved to be not quite as oblivious to sensible matters as her looks seemed to imply.


“There is the question of Mrs Quinn’s wage, Richard. And I’m not even sure she has agreed to come to us.” She smiled so devastatingly it was then that Molly Quinn began on the long and enduring role of loving protector she was to play for the remainder of their lives, though no one ever knew of her feelings.


“Oh, dear, Mrs Quinn, forgive me? Of course, Mrs Elliott is right.” They turned and stared at one another in wonder, momentarily speechless at the sound of her new name on his lips and Molly felt the smile begin inside her, for there was nothing more certain in this life than that these two needed someone sensible to look after them. How in the name of heaven did the captain manage to run a business if he was as feather-brained as it seemed he was, but she was to learn that Richard Elliott the seaman and Richard Elliott the husband were two totally different men.


Molly sat with her back straight as a pencil, as Mrs Elliott was doing, with a look so stern and disapproving they both leaned back a little, then stared at one another in dismay but, again, it was something they were to learn about her as she was to learn many things about them. Whoever Mrs Quinn cherished she chastised. Ask her daughters! Whatever she was asked to do she did it with such grudging reluctance one could be forgiven for thinking she was not at all pleased and it was only against her own better judgement that she would allow it, whatever it happened to be.


“I’ve two children, girls,” she told them firmly, “an’ another in service up near Toxteth Park. Nay, don’t bother tha’ selves, they’re well looked after durin’t day burr I’ve ter gerr’ome to ’em at night so I can’t sleep in.” She did not apologise, for that was not her way. She told the truth and that was that.


“How old are your children, Mrs Quinn?”


“Victoria’s eleven now, Mary’s ten an’ll be goin’ inter service ’erself shortly, and our Alice is nine.”


“What pretty names, Mrs Quinn.” Molly was to discover that whatever the situation or the topic of conversation, Jane Elliott always had something nice to say. “But what a shame they have to go into service.”


“Well, ma’am, the devil drives where’t needs must, an’ bein’ a widder all these years I ’ad no choice, but they’re decent lasses an’ I’m proud of ’em,” and that’s the end of that, her firm jaw and truculent expression told them. She wanted no sympathy. She was not prepared to tell them of the hardships she had endured nor the sacrifices she had made to keep them all decent. She did not even brag that they could read and write which was not an accomplishment many slum children could boast.


They loved her, they told one another in that extravagant way they had after she had gone, promising to be at Walton Lane at seven o’clock next Monday morning.


“Oh, there’s no need to come quite so early, Mrs Quinn,” the captain had demurred.


“Oh, yes, sir, there is. I don’t like ter waste time lollin’ in me bed an’ I can see there’s a few things what want putting right round ’ere,” turning her gaze disapprovingly on what was evidently something that gave her great offence.


“Well, if that’s the case you had better have a key, for I’m not sure . . . we’ll be up.”


“Right you are, sir.” She stood up. Her wages had been agreed and her hours, which were to be somewhat loose, for there might be things, said somewhat vaguely, that Mrs Elliott might need her for. She was to come every day except Sunday, even when the Elliotts were at sea and would, of course, be paid her full wage, which, to Molly Quinn who had scraped along on so little for so long, was absolutely magnificent.


That had been eleven years ago and from that day she had bullied and loved and cherished them through thick and thin, though to be honest there was not much thin. The captain came home every ten days or so, staying perhaps three while he discharged his cargo and picked up another and their lives went on serenely. The time while Mrs Elliott was pregnant and then was forced to stayed at home with her new baby had been a tricky one, for she had pined for her husband.


“I don’t know what I would do without you, Mrs Quinn; probably kill myself,” she would say, drifting to the window as though it might bring her husband home that much quicker if she watched for him.


“Don’t talk daft. I’ve never ’eard such damn nonsense in me life. You need summat ter reely bother yer then yer could talk about killin’ yerself, my lass. D’yer not think I don’t miss my man, even after all this time, so think on—”


She would get no further, for with a soft rustle of lace and chiffon and a waft of lovely perfume Mrs Elliott would be rushing to put her arms about her and hug her in that endearingly childlike way she had and though Molly loved it, and her, she could not allow it.


“Now give over an’ let me gerron wi’ this apple turnover or there’ll be nowt fer yer dinner.”


Molly’s culinary efforts had come on apace since she had begun work at the Elliotts. On the quiet she practised all sorts of recipes from the Ladies Journal Mrs Elliott bought and was hugely gratified when the captain told her he had never tasted anything as good as her pastry and what had she put in the steak and kidney to make it so mouthwateringly delicious?


When the baby, Lily, was about eighteen months old, Mrs Elliott began to go again on the sea journeys her husband took. Sometimes the child went with them, though Molly often had nightmares about her safety on board that dipping, slippery deck which she herself had been persuaded to visit, and that was only tied up to the dock! She could so easily fall overboard, what with them two for ever canoodling, but she had underrated her employer’s sense of responsibility when he was aboard his ship and the little mite had a line on her, apparently, and came to no harm. At other times they left her behind in Molly’s care, begging her to bring her own two to stay with her in Walton Lane, which she did until they both went into service. They were good like that, the Elliotts. On Victoria’s, Mary’s or Alice’s day off, her daughters would come to visit her there, despite the fact that she had kept on their home in Brooke Alley. They knew that though she was well set up here, in the pink, so to speak, she would never forget that time after their daddy died and Brooke Alley was a sort of bolt-hole, something to fall back on if anything were to go wrong with this grand job she now had. Not that anything would, for the Elliotts were a lovely couple. The girls had been shy at first but the Elliotts made a great fuss of them and really, life was so bloody wonderful she often shed tears of happiness as she whispered in the night of it to Seamus and it was all thanks to the Elliotts and their kindness to her.


And so the years passed and the child grew and was so different to her ma, not in looks but in her resolute determination to submit to no one. She was not disobedient or rude, in fact she was a well-mannered child but you could see that glint in her eye and that thrust of her small chin which said she didn’t agree with you and though she might not say so out loud, she damn well would do what she thought best. Swift to anger she was, like him, but never bore a grudge, again like him, but with a will of iron which was a bit worrying in a child of her age. She had courage, too, which Molly admired. Look at the way she was over them big lads and that dratted dog which was for ever under her feet. Villette! Did you ever hear such a name for a dog? What was wrong with Gyp or Scrap or Rover, tell her that? she’d said to Lily.


“She’s a lady dog, Mrs Quinn,” the child had told her loftily, “that’s why I didn’t call her Rover.” Her tone was scathing. “Besides, I don’t like Scrap or Rover, even if she’d been a boy.”


Villette, or Villy as she was called more often than not, ate what seemed to be her own weight in food every day, all the scraps from the family’s meals and whatever else she could beg or steal from anyone who took pity on her. The child was very attached to her and often sneaked her into her bedroom to sleep at the foot of her bed and though Molly knew about it she never said owt to her ma and pa.


Molly loved her almost as much as she loved her ma. She scolded her and told her she was a handful and she didn’t know what she was going to do with her and she would never grow up to be the lady her ma was, which had not the slightest effect on Lily who didn’t want to be like her ma but like her pa! She allowed Mrs Quinn to take her to school each day because she had no option, and then bring her home at the end of it, talking nineteen to the dozen, and Molly listened to her going on about China and Australia and Newfoundland and Peru and her determination to visit all these places, wherever they were, and many more besides. Molly was the only one to listen to Lily’s plans for the future which seemed to include becoming a sea captain and sailing away on her pa’s schooner and though neither of them took any notice, that’s if they heard her, Molly Quinn often felt a small sense of unease prick her, for if there was ever a child who would have her own way it was her. Tell her how it was possible and Molly wouldn’t be able to say but if there was a way, Lily Elliott would find it.
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Lily was playing hopscotch with Evie Meadows and Grace Watson when the hansom cab came slowly along Walton Lane, the cabbie leaning across his seat as though looking for the number of a house. With a great deal of “whoa-ing” and pulling of reins it stopped outside hers. The cab door swung open somewhat hesitantly and two men got out. She was surprised to see that one of them was Mr Porter. What on earth was he doing here? was her first thought, naturally, especially as the Lily-Jane was to dock today and her pa would need all hands to the pump, as he always joked. She didn’t know who the other chap was.


It was the beginning of December and the weather had turned cold. It was not really the right time of the year for hopscotch, which usually took place in the summer months, but they had decided, she and Grace and Evie, that it was silly only to do something you really enjoyed doing when someone else told you to, like Easter for whip and top, July for marbles or “ollies” as they were called in Liverpool, and Cherry Wob which was played mostly by the boys in the autumn. The funny thing was that no one seemed to know who started it. Cherry Wob was understandable, for you needed cherry stones which you could obviously only get in season. They were flicked up the side of a house wall and when they came down if they hit a stone already on the pavement the owner claimed the lot. At least that was their version. But whip and top, wooden bowling hoops and skipping games seemed just to start of their own volition. One day it was whip and top, the next skipping ropes without a word being said and they all fell in with it unquestioningly.


Skipping had its own chanted rhythms.




Dip, dip, dip, my blue ship,


Floating on the water


Like a cup and saucer,


Dip, dip, dip, you’re not in!





At this, whoever was skipping was then sent out. That was magical and complicated, the rope whirling with a girl at each end and, depending on the length of the rope, two or three, or sometimes four girls leaping in and out, plaits bobbing, skirts flying, cheeks flushed, eyes shining with the exertion.


But hopscotch was the three girls’ particular favourite and this morning, a Saturday, they had carefully marked out their squares on the pavement with chalk and had intoned “Eeny, meeny, miny, mo, catch a nigger by the toe,” which was their way of choosing who was to go first. Lily, who had won, had done four and had just slid her stone across the squares with the flair and dexterity for which, as a hopscotch player, she was famous among her peers. It landed as neat as you please on number five.


With a triumphant look at Grace and Evie she was about to hop on to the number one square, then place one foot on each of the squares marked two and three, and so on, avoiding the one with the five on it, and, of course, all the chalked lines, which if she had stepped on would have meant she was “out”, when she became aware that neither of her friends was watching her. They had turned, along with every other child who was “playing out”, to look curiously at the cab and the two men who had alighted. Both were dressed in sombre suits, just as though they were going to church. Dark jackets, neat black neckties, stand-up collars with turned-down points, narrow-legged trousers. The gentleman who was a stranger wore a top hat and Mr Porter, whom Lily scarcely recognised without his gansey and peaked cap, had a bowler. They both removed these as they moved up the short path to Lily’s front door and knocked with restraint on the highly polished brass doorknocker which was in the shape of a mermaid. In unison and almost as though they had practised it, they each lifted their right hand and nervously smoothed down their hair, before turning to gaze for a moment into the lane.
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