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Queenie stopped, bringing the handcart she was pushing to a standstill, and placing her hands on her broad hips straightened her aching back. Her feet were inches deep in the rutted dust of the track which was really no more than a sheep trod and she wondered if she had made a mistake in taking this short cut across Oswaldtwistle Moor. Her hands, which were hardened after years of pushing the cart along every path and track of the South Pennines, were rubbed sore, for she had forced herself and the child to the limit these last few days. Winter was coming on. Sleeping out of doors under the handcart would be out of the question before long and the sooner they reached Liverpool and home the better.


She looked about her at the endless rolling moorland, wild and uninhabited except by the wavering dots of sheep which wandered in what seemed to be an aimless manner from one small heathery shrub to another. A group stopped to stare at her, lifting their tangled heads in a supercilious way, then scattered as the child, as children will, clapped her hands and shouted ‘Boo’, laughing with delight. Queenie wondered, as she had done for years now, where the child got her natural exuberance from given the hardship of her life. Probably from that red-haired scamp who was her father and whom Queenie had not clapped eyes on since the day she had told him she was with child.


‘Come on, chuck, don’t dawdle . . .’ Which was unfair, for the child never failed to keep up. Her little legs would go ten to the dozen, almost running to keep pace with her mother, and if she wasn’t running she was hopping or skipping, probably singing as she did so, which again was an inheritance from her merry Irish father.


‘Look, Mam, what’s them on those bushes?’ she asked, pointing a finger at the spreading carpet of vegetation that lay about them for mile after mile, broken only by enormous misshapen boulders, some looming silently alone, others in companionable groups, scattered as though by some mischievous giant child. Queenie followed the child’s pointing finger, scanning the variety of plants among which only the sheep moved. There was cowberry creeping across the landscape, its white flowers beginning to die as autumn progressed; mosses of all shades of green, for the ground was boggy and wet; moor grass; the massed and lovely purple of heather which was at its peak; but the plant the girl pointed out had black fruit growing on it, deep and luscious.


‘Why, them’s bilberry, our kid, an’ if I can find that old basket nobody wanted ter buy in’t market-place we’ll pick us some to mash up wi’ our oats. That’ll mekk a right nice finish fer us dinner when we gerr ’ome which I ’ope’ll be by th’end o’t week. That’s if they keep. Should do, picked fresh terday. But we’ll ’ave ter look sharp, fer we’ve still over thirty miles ter tramp. Are yer mothetten, lass, ’cos if ya are yer can ’op up on’t cart when we’ve picked bilberries. Yer a good lass an’ we’ve come a fair way terday.’


‘No, Mam,’ the child said stoutly. ‘I’m not tired.’ And to prove it she skipped a step or two.


‘Right, well, let’s gerron. ’Appen we can get by Over Darwen, on ter Darwen Moor an’ set down under’t cart fer’t night there. Them big stones mekk a good shelter. We should know, shouldn’t we, chuck. We’ve done it a few times.’ She chuckled and the child laughed with her, then the mother turned in a complete circle, putting her hand to her forehead and studying the sky. ‘It don’t look like rain.’


The child copied her mother’s action. ‘No, Mam, it don’t,’ she said solemnly.


Queenie smiled, her heart bursting with love for this gift she had been given so late in her life, this precious girl who not only had her father’s merry ways but her own good common sense. And she was so lovely that Queenie had begun to worry, for she had noticed men looking at her with that certain expression Queenie had come to recognise. She was only seven years old but there were perverted chaps who liked a bit of young flesh; indeed there was a flourishing market in the cities for innocent virgins and plenty of greedy, unscrupulous women to provide it for the right price.


The sun moved slowly across the deep blue bowl of the sky, skirting a cloud or two as the woman and child moved deep into the clutching embrace of the bilberry bushes, their ragged skirts catching on the ground-covering branches. They picked steadily, staining their already dirt-engrained fingers, Queenie holding up her skirt to catch the luscious fruit, the little girl placing those she picked in the basket that had failed to sell at the market in Accrington. She was careful not to crush the fruit, though now and again she popped one of the berries into her mouth, staining her lips to an even more rosy red, and she sang as she moved from bush to bush.


I know where I’m going,
And I know who’s going with me
I know who I love,
But the dear knows who I’ll marry.


Queenie smiled, creasing the honey-coloured skin of her face into deep wrinkles. It was said that Queenie came from gypsy stock and her sun-browned face seemed to prove it. She walked like a queen, which was probably where she got her name, some thought, straight-backed, her dark head held high, swaying gracefully with long strides, looking neither to left nor right as though those who passed by her were beneath her. She was tall, full-breasted with generous hips and it was a mystery to those who lived about her why some man had not moved in with her. Of course, someone must have had his way with her, for where had she got the kid, but none had ever seen him and Queenie was not a woman to question or to pass on confidences, even to her neighbour Jess Wilson who was the closest Queenie had to a friend.


It was Jess’s son Jem who had taught the child the song she was singing now and not just this one but many others he had learned in his work about the shipyard. ‘I Saw Three Ships Come Sailing By’, ‘Greensleeves’, ‘It Was a Lover and His Lass’ and the one Queenie herself used to sing to the child when she was a baby, ‘Golden slumbers kiss your eyes, smiles awake you when you rise . . .’ which was exactly what happened as soon as the child woke in the morning. Smiles, laughter, beauty, joy, as though it were an enchantment just to be alive with the ability to pass on all these wonders to those in her world, despite their desperately poor lives.


‘I think we’ve gorr enough now, luv. We’d best gerr a move on or it’ll be dark before we get ter Darwen Moor.’


Instantly obedient, the little girl turned and made her way behind her mother to the handcart. The bilberries Queenie had picked were tipped into the basket and placed carefully on top of the tottering pile of goods that Queenie had failed to get rid of in the market at Accrington but which she hoped to sell in the markets of the several towns and villages they would pass through on their way to Liverpool. There was Over Darwen, Chorley, Wigan, St Helens and Prescot, all fair-sized places with a market in each. She and the child had spent many weeks in the cotton towns of the South Pennines, going from factory to factory buying, as cheaply as they could, the cotton goods that were surplus to requirements. They had even gone over the tops and into Yorkshire, to Keighley and Halifax, where woollen goods might be on sale, then back into Lancashire to Colne, Barnoldswick, Burnley and yesterday Accrington. They had set up their cart on the edge of the market, erecting the wide banner Queenie had made years ago which proclaimed that woollen and cotton goods were for sale along with donkey stones, brass fire irons, a coal scuttle, a battered bird cage, an enamel frying pan, a golden syrup can, a mouse trap, all what the rest of the world would call rubbish and which were rusted and in a poor condition. She had picked up innumerable household goods for next to nothing, which were all that the desperately poor who had bought them could afford. Cleaned up, they would make a decent profit, even as much as a penny on each item! And this winter she and the child would scour Liverpool, knocking on back doors asking if the household had any old rubbish it wished to get rid of. There were many markets in the city, starting with the magnificence of St John’s Market where the upper classes – or at least their housekeepers – shopped. But Queenie favoured the Pedlars’ Market in Deane Street where the kind of goods she had to offer might be displayed for the benefit of those less well off: baskets, earthenware, glass, toys, bonnets – second or even third- or fourth-hand goods. And there was St Martin’s Market in Scotland Road; Pownall Square, which was held in the open air; the Pig Market and Gill Street Market where, at the rear of the market proper, in the yard there was space for market dealers like herself selling hardware, woollen and cotton goods, cheap stuff that was within the financial range of the inhabitants of the tenement houses in which she herself lived.


Since she had been a small child Queenie Logan had been practical, sensible, clear-headed, but it all deserted her seven years ago when it came to the naming of her newly born daughter.


‘Gillyflower! What sorta name’s tha’ fer Christ’s sake? Poor kid’ll get six bells o’ shit knocked out of ’er by them in’t street.’ Jess, who had just delivered the child, was open-mouthed with amazed horror.


‘I don’t care, Jess. That’s wharr I’m callin’ ’er.’ She didn’t explain why to Jess. That was her secret. ‘She’ll ’ave ter learn ter stick up fer ’erself, same as I did. Anyroad, I like Gillyflower,’ she said, wincing sharply as Jess dealt with the afterbirth.


Jess swabbed carelessly with a none too clean cloth at the tear between Queenie’s thighs from where the baby, a strong, lusty girl, had just yelled her way into the world. The afterbirth, which she had dropped into one of Queenie’s chipped basins, was carried to the door which opened on to a small basement area with steps leading to the street. Climbing the steps, she flung the mess into the foetid gutter where it was pounced upon by two scrawny dogs who immediately began to fight over it. It was a raw February night and Jess shut the door hurriedly to keep in the warmth of Queenie’s cellar room. Coal was expensive and the fire in the grate was no more than a smouldering ember or two but the hard labour the two women had just gone through had brought both out in a sweat, giving the impression that the temperature was warmer than it actually was. Jess wanted to keep it that way. She would have to get off soon or her own children would be howling for her, but none more so than that fat arse of a husband who had given them to her. Of course he wasn’t actually her husband in the eyes of the law, for none round here had the cash to purchase a marriage licence, but at least she had a chap, which was more than could be said for poor Queenie.


She looked round the dingy room, still littered with the debris of the conflict they had just fought, rags slopped on the floor, a spilled basin of water, a small pool of Queenie’s blood, the knife with which she had cut the cord and the remains of a dish she had dropped and broken. Not that she had the time or the inclination, if the truth were told, to tidy it up a bit; in fact she wanted to do no more than make a cup of weak tea, one for each of them, which she would drink while she rested in Queenie’s sagging old rocking-chair before the sulky fire. The baby had been wiped round with the same cloth that had tidied Queenie up ‘down there’, wrapped in an old blanket Queenie had brought from the market in preparation for this day and put to her mother’s breast where she was suckling heartily. Jess watched approvingly.


‘That un’ll survive, lass. Look at way she’s slurpin’ it down. A good sign, Queenie. An’ she’s a good weight. Seven pounds, I’d say. But yer’ll be wantin’ some more water fetchin’, ter clean up a bit and bath ’er like.’ Not that Jess would bother with such a thing herself, for she was indifferent to the state of her home and her children’s hygiene, or lack of it, the last born only three months ago but still surviving, since water was a scarce commodity in the alley, but she knew Queenie was a bugger for it. ‘Shall I send our Jem round ter fill yer bucket?’


‘Thanks, Jess, that’s kind. I’ll be up termorrer ter see ter messen but I’d be glad of Jem ternight. When this un’s ’ad ’er fill I’ll get some sleep. I’m off ter’t Saturday market at Aintree Racecourse an’ I could do wi’ a birrof a rest first. An’ ’appen your Jem could give me a ’and wi’t handcart. Gerrin it up them steps is tricky at the best o’ times.’


‘Course, lass.’ Jess eyed the handcart which was Queenie’s livelihood and which took up a fair space in the corner of the dingy cellar. It was a dilapidated thing made up of odd bits of wood tacked together, rusted nails holding them in place and the two leaning wheels giving the distinct impression that they were about to fall off at any moment. But Queenie, with the help of Jem who was glad of the ha’pence he earned, kept the thing on the road despite its unsafe appearance. It should be said that Tommy Wilson, Jem’s father, was the beneficiary of the money Jem earned, for it went straight into his pocket, finding its way across the bar counter of the Crown and Anchor at the corner of Pumpfields and Vauxhall Road right next to the coal yard, which was handy of a cold night. Jess was glad of the lump or two her Tommy often fetched home in his pocket and the only loser was poor Jem. But he was a good lad and Jess didn’t know what she would do without him! And neither did Queenie. He would help her to load up the handcart in the morning from the neat piles of what looked like decomposing rubbish that was stacked in every corner of the room and if she gave him a few pence would come with her to Aintree and help her set up her stall, which would be a help with the baby to see to. But she’d manage. She always had, hadn’t she?


There was quiet in the room but for the sucking of the child, which was becoming slower as satiation and sleep overtook her, and the hissing of the kettle which sat on the bars across the front of the fire. As Jess rocked the rockers tapped gently on the bare floor and for a moment she almost fell into a doze, then she shook herself awake and stood up. She smoothed down the stained apron she wore, stained with the blood of the woman who had just given birth and other matter which did not bear looking into! A small ginger cat twined round her feet, mewing piteously. She pushed it irritably aside with her foot as she made her way to the door.


‘An ’yer’d best watch this bugger wi’t baby, chuck. Cats is known ter lie on their face an’ smother ’em. One o’ Mrs Berry’s went that way, poor soul. Eight weeks old, it were, an’—’


‘Aye, thanks, Jess, I’ll keep Gillyflower in bed wi’ me.’ Queenie’s eyes were drooping and the baby lay peacefully at her side.


Jess raised her eyes to the stained ceiling and tutted exasperatedly, feeling sorry for the poor little beggar and wondering how she would survive in Rose Alley with a name like Gillyflower. ‘Right then, chuck, I’ll send our Jem wi’ a bucket o’ water right away otherwise stand pipe’ll be turned off before we know where we’re at.’


‘Thanks, Jess, yer a pal.’


‘Nay, we ’elp each other in this bloody world, Queenie. I’ll pop in later termorrer, lass. See ’ow yer gorron at market.’


Queenie was more than half asleep when a tentative knock on the door brought her from the rest her body craved. For a moment she was startled then she remembered young Jem and as she struggled to sit up he put his tousled head round the door, his freckled face beaming from ear to ear, for he liked Queenie and was always glad to give her a hand. She often slipped him a farthing or two, some of which he managed to keep secret from his pa, when he helped her with the handcart. Well, it had to be bumped down the steps of the basement area and into her cellar at night since it could hardly be left outside where not only its contents but the handcart itself would have vanished by morning. Then it needed two of them to get it up the steps the next day before Queenie set off for market.


‘I brought yer water, Mrs Logan,’ he whispered. ‘Me mam ses yer want ter wash baby,’ his face as perplexed as his mam’s, for none of the Wilson family were much acquainted with cleanliness.


‘Thanks, lad, purrit down by’t fire. ’Appen yer could fill kettle fer me an’ leave it on’t fire then I can see ter’t baby first thing.’


‘Right you are, Mrs Logan.’ He did as he was told then crept closer to the bed and peered down at the swaddled bundle beside her mother. ‘This ’er?’ He studied the sleeping baby with little interest but something about her caught his attention and he leaned closer. She was still mucky with dried blood and the stuff newborn babies were coated with, but it was her eyelashes that fascinated him. They were the longest he had ever seen, resting in a fan on her rounded cheek, and they were the colour of copper, as were her delicate eyebrows which arched above her swollen, tightly shut eyes. Her pursed lips sucked hopefully and then were still and Jem Wilson, who had seen many newborns, since he was the eldest of his mam’s seven, felt something inside him move, melt, become warm.


‘She’s right pretty, missis,’ he said hesitantly, surprising himself and the baby’s mother. ‘Look at colour of ’er ’air.’


They both studied the infant’s hair which even under its smear of damp birth traces could only be called red. It lay flat in waves on her delicately formed skull with a short curl sticking up here and there. Jem reached out a tentative finger and touched one and it was then that he fell in love with the woman the baby would become, though he was not yet old enough to recognise the emotion. He turned to smile at Queenie. It was clear he was lost for words which was surprising, for Jem’s life was made up of a definite need to speak up and stick up for himself in the rough and ready world he inhabited. Among the noisy family of which he was a part he fought for his place in it and amid the scores of street urchins who lived and died in the multitude of tall and tottering houses that lined Rose Alley and the neighbouring streets that jostled against one another, their occupants numbering thousands. They lived in filth and squalor in the tenements which rose out of a sea of stench in dense, dirty masses built by landlords who cared only for the profit they made from the rents. From cellar to attic, three storeys high, the structures were so rotten they were in grave danger of simply tumbling into the courts around which they were built. In the space of one square mile, should any of them have cared to count, lived 66,000 inhabitants, sometimes a family of nine, such as Jess Wilson’s, in one room.


‘Right, missis, I’d best be off then if there’s nowt else yer need. I’ll be in first thing ter give yer a ’and wi’t barrow.’ The boy grinned engagingly, took one last puzzled look at the sleeping baby then scuttled off up the area steps to the cellar next door where the bit of straw and sacking that he shared with his siblings awaited him.


Queenie would have liked another cup of the weak tea Jess had made but was too weary to climb out of the sagging bed where she and her new daughter lay. Her new daughter. Her first child and undoubtedly the offspring of that red-haired scamp who had caught her eye at the Aintree Market ten months ago. Irish and impish and as handsome as the day with bright red hair which curled riotously from beneath his rakish cap. Thirty years old she had been and a virgin, for she had never met a man who was worth a second look but he had been and for a month she had become, in her own words, as daft as a bloody brush on her bed of gillyflowers, losing her normal good sense along with her virginity in the delights of the flesh. For fifteen years she had avoided the attentions of the many men who had attempted to get into her drawers but somehow ‘Red’ O’Hara, as he said he was called, with his impudent Irish smile and his ability to make her laugh in a world where such a commodity was scarce, had got past her defences and the result snuffled beside her.


Still, she supposed she was better off than poor Jess who was the same age as herself but had seven children, having lost five, and a lazy-arsed husband to look after. Tommy Wilson, like the rest of the denizens of Rose Alley, was unskilled without a regular trade, working when he could or when he felt like it, which was not often, on the docks, in a factory, as a general labourer, leaving Jess to earn what came her way as a midwife and layer out of the dead, depending on the soup kitchens set up by the worthy ladies of Liverpool to feed his children.


Now with her old handcart she was better off than any of her neighbours, even those with husbands, for sewn about her person in small, unobtrusive bags were the profits of the business she had dealt in since she was fifteen years old and had been thrown out on the street by her father when she had refused to submit to his attentions. Aye, she had done well, had Queenie Logan and now, as she snuggled down beside her sleeping small daughter by the old handcart beneath the tattered blankets and the bit of old tarpaulin, she allowed herself a small thrill of pride. Above her the stars shone like diamonds flung across velvet, not that Queenie had ever known either, but she meant her child, her Gilly, to have more than she had. Not diamonds or velvet, of course, but a decent start in life and that meant education. This winter, while they were stuck in Liverpool, trapped by the weather from moving more than a few miles from Rose Alley, she again intended to send the child to Sunday school. During the winter months in the past years Gilly had gone with Jem to Sunday school where she had learned the rudiments of what were called the three ‘R’s but from April to October while they were out on the road she got behind with her learning and Queenie meant to change that. She had no idea what this would produce or where it would lead her daughter or even how she was to manage it, since they were away from Liverpool for much of the time, but surely it could be done and with the ability to read and write she and Gilly would have the chance to . . . well, perhaps open a shop somewhere, a haberdasher’s shop catering to respectable persons such as the lower middle classes of Liverpool. In Bold Street or one of the decent streets that led off it with rooms above so that they might get out of Rose Alley.


The child murmured and turned in her sleep and at once Queenie pulled her gently into her arms. It was not often she and Gilly embraced, for Queenie came from a family that did not show affection, nor, indeed, felt any. Her old dad was always trying to get his arms about her or one of her sisters while his hand crept up her skirts but that was not the same. Now, while Gilly slept, Queenie held her gently, her heart overcome with her good fortune, not only financially, which she kept very private, but in having this beautiful child for her very own. She had not loved the child’s father but she had enjoyed him, his laughter and joyous ways, his handsome face and virile, eager body and though he had deserted her she knew he would never have made her a good husband even if he had been willing. No, she and Gilly were grand as they were. Underneath the ragged clothes they wore, as did the rest of Rose Alley, they were well fed and clean, and neither of them had ailed a day, even when some of the terrible diseases that roamed the streets made inroads into other families. It had been hard at times with a young baby but Gilly had seemed to recognise and accept that she must be no trouble to her mother when she stood behind the old handcart which had done them proud. A good baby, placid and content, and now, at the age of seven, able to help her mother in the search for and the selling of the goods on the handcart. She was, in fact, as asset, for with her vivid loveliness and her sunny disposition she attracted women – and men – to the handcart and they invariably bought something!


Queenie sighed with deep content, her cheek resting on the bright curls of her sleeping child. There was a chill in the air, despite the sunny day that had just gone and she knew ‘backend’ would soon be upon them and they would no longer be able to sleep out of doors. But as they had done for years they would spend the winter in their cellar home in Rose Alley. They were luckier than most of their neighbours in as much as Queenie had no man to pester her, to get her with child every year and to take what she earned, pitiful as it might be, as Tommy Wilson did from poor Jess. Since Gilly was born Jess had been pregnant four more times, two of the babies surviving somehow in the festering conditions in which they lived. There were fevers of unknown origin on every street corner in the teeming population of Liverpool, fevers that carried off the malnourished offspring of women like Jess. And though the month or two Queenie had spent with Red O’Hara, travelling with him from town to town, following the path of the markets, had been very sweet and the result, her lovely child, well worth it, Queenie wouldn’t swop her life with anyone. At least in the same station of life as herself. She didn’t know any other!
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It was November, the winter which the poor dreaded upon them. Jem and Gilly turned the corner into Maguire Street before her hand slipped into his. It was an unspoken agreement between them that those who were screaming and fighting in Rose Alley in what they called ‘playing out’ should not see them hand in hand, since the pair knew it would create calls of derision, sneers and now and again more nasty innuendos which Gilly, even at the age of seven, understood. She skipped along beside him taking two steps to his one, the long thick plait that hung down her back bobbing in time to her stride. Her eyes, the exact shade of her hair, shone with anticipation. They were the colour of beech leaves in autumn, Jem said, though her hair, as the winter sunshine struck it, had a glint of gold in it, a streak of cinnamon and amber, as glossy as the fruit from the horse chestnut tree, the ‘conkers’ that country children used in the game originally known as ‘conquerors’. The plait of hair was as thick as Jem’s strong young wrist.


Jem did his best to keep his long stride to the short, almost hopping progress of his companion. His face, from which his boyhood freckles were beginning to fade, beamed his pleasure. He was a tall, lanky lad with an easy gait. He was of the world in which he had been dragged up but gentle, warm-hearted, his mouth tender and ready with an unrestrained smile. His hair was the colour of ripe wheat, thick and unruly, falling about the collar of his shirt, and his eyes were a brilliant blue. He was quick to anger but after a bit of shouting it left him easily. Though his life was hard and he rarely had enough to eat, hence his leanness, he bore no grudge. He worked over the water in Birkenhead at the Barrie and Hughes Shipyard, running here and there at the direction of the men who were called ‘Royals’ because they were the best paid. Blacksmiths, brassfinishers, boilermakers and welders, joiners and crane drivers and platelayers, to one of whom he was apprenticed, which earned him three and sixpence a week. He was cheerful, willing and well liked in the yard and they told him he would do well when he had learned his trade. Any would do as long as it was around ships, for next to Gilly Logan, Jem Wilson loved ships.


From Maguire Street Jem and Gilly turned into Limekiln Lane, crossing the dozens of narrow streets all leading to alleyways and courts exactly like the one in which they lived. It was Sunday and since it was a pleasant day, fine and sunny, there were scores of people idling about the streets, not exactly taking a walk since exercise was not something they relished, being already overworked in their hard lives, but ready to enjoy the street entertainment that was taking place. Along the buildings that lined the streets was a mark on the exterior of the houses. The mark, a broad dirty streak, was about on a level with the men’s hips where they and the lads who were not at work were in the habit of standing, leaning a bit forward as they smoked their pipes and from where they watched whatever was going on in the street. Today there was a rumour that at the back of the Crown and Anchor there was to be a bull baiting where a bull, tethered by the horns to a post in the middle of the yard, would be worried to death by relays of bulldogs. It was illegal but that made it more exciting.


A group of musicians had set up in preparation for the day’s business, though the hope of any financial gain in this poor quarter was not great. Trundling along the narrow street was an organ grinder, its monkey chattering wildly on the man’s shoulder, and following him was a man with a great shambling bear which he prodded cruelly in an effort to make the beast give a show of dancing.


The men who watched apathetically were stunted of physique, pale and bowed from malnutrition and yet it was known that poverty was harder on women than men. The man stayed at home only to eat, sleep and get another child on his wife, his only pleasure spending what money he earned on himself in the beer houses that stood on every corner of every street. The lowest of the working men had very hazy ideas of the marriage bond and took his pleasures where he could and it had been known for men to exchange wives on the way home from the public house. It was the women who tried to keep their children fed and clothed, who worked until, at twenty-five, they looked fifty, as was the case with Jem’s poor mother; who bore the brunt of their ‘husband’s’ ill temper and the unwanted babies they had foisted on them, but whom, when they died, they sincerely mourned.


Along Limekiln Street, moving towards St Martin’s-in-the-Field, the church where the Sunday school was held and where they were headed, Jem and Gilly strode out, Gilly almost running now to keep up with Jem and escape the street scene, for neither of them approved of the cruelty to the animals on display. It was not exactly disapproval, because they lived in a world which was itself cruel to them who were of the lowest poor, but unconsciously they cringed at the thought of the pain that the animals, meant to entertain, were made to suffer. The bull could be heard bellowing its fear and anger from the back of the public house and Gilly clung tighter to Jem’s hand as they left behind the crowds and the noise, though they were still boxed in by narrow, filthy streets, each one subdivided into vile-smelling lanes and dark back alleys. Along these passages ran the drains, in the pattern of all the slum streets like the one they themselves inhabited. There were open gullies carrying their filth to the river but Jem and Gilly jumped them blithely until they reached the arched gateway of the church that led into the churchyard.


They joined others at the stone-built building that stood next to the church, going to the class where lessons were held for young people up to the age of fourteen when it was agreed they had learned all the Sunday school could teach them. Prayers would be said to some Being Gilly could not even imagine, for religion played no part in her or her mam’s life. Her mam sent her here for one reason only and that was to learn her letters and numbers, as Jem had done. When the lessons were over she and Jem would go, as they always did, on what Jem called an outing, though they were very familiar to Gilly by now as she had been accompanying Jem ever since she could walk.


Gilly could not remember a time in her life when Jem had not been there and though he was a man of fourteen doing a man’s job in the shipyard in Birkenhead and she half his age they shared a closeness of which perhaps only Queenie was aware. The two of them, of all the shrieking hordes of half-naked children in Rose Alley, were making an effort to better themselves, Jem thanks to his own ambitions and Gilly because of her mam’s.


As they left the church hall where they had completed their lessons they turned towards the delights of the river, making their way across Gerard Bridge, which spanned the Leeds and Liverpool Canal, stepping over the railway lines of the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway towards Great Howard Street and Stanley Dock. They could already see the flying sails of the ships moving up and down the River Mersey, its waters gunmetal grey even in the sunshine, although under the hulls of the hundreds of ships that sped on the great highway, coming into or leaving the dockland, was a glint of gold.


Waiting for a break in the brisk traffic they darted across Regent Road, skirting Collingwood Gate and Clarence Graving Dock until they reached their goal: the Marine Parade. Clarence Dock was exclusively the destination and home of steamships and had been built to accommodate the ready ingress and egress of such vessels. Glasgow packets lay crammed there, of particular interest to Jem, for the shipyard where he was apprenticed to a plate-layer built only steamships.


Simultaneously they both sighed contentedly, moving to lean on the railing that separated them from the mighty river and look over the beautifully designed packets in the dock. Gilly rested her bright head against Jem’s arm then they turned to one another and smiled.


‘I know,’ he said, ‘one day yer gonner gerron a boat an’ sail ter the other side o’ the world an’ if yer do I suppose I’ll ’ave ter come wi’ yer.’


‘I couldn’t go wi’out yer, Jem,’ she said solemnly.


‘I wouldn’t let yer, Lovedy,’ his pet name for her. They turned, leaned their elbows on the railing and narrowed their eyes as they stared across the water. The River Mersey was as broad as a channel of the sea, opening outwards to the west, bearing ships of all sizes and nations. Along its banks were canals and stone-walled basins, a complicated warren in which to load and unload goods. Furled masts seemed like a wintry forest, enclosing the horizon from north to south. Each dock entrance was fitted with massive lock gates fashioned from long-lasting tropical timbers such as greenheart. The gates penned the water inside as the tides fell and over them were moveable walkways. Iron posts linked each one with steel chains for safety because it had happened that men had fallen in the heaving waters and been crushed between quay and ship. There were pillars a hundred feet high to indicate the entrance to the port by the Rock Channel. Jem and Gilly scanned the wide outer estuary of Liverpool Bay and the narrow middle section where Liverpool itself stood, leading on to the wider, shallower estuary that finished twenty miles inland at Warrington. Twenty-seven miles of quays, the dock area six and a half miles in length, beginning with the Canada Dock to the north, progressing through Wellington, Clarence, Trafalgar, Victoria, Princes, Albert and many others until the waters lapped at Garston Dock where the tide swept through at seven or eight miles an hour, the difference between high and low tide a remarkable thirty feet.


Exchange flags drooped behind the Town Hall, for there was very little wind, and since it was Sunday the usual hurrying groups of top-hatted and tail-coated cotton brokers, merchants and shipowners who crowded there during the week to do deals and exchange gossip were nowhere to be seen, being at home with their families.


But despite the day of the week the Dock Road was in continuous motion, for ships and the tides they sailed on were no respecter of the Lord’s Day. There were horse buses, carts and team wagons shifting goods to and from the quaysides, from warehouses to ships’ holds, and ships tied up along low transit sheds. The entrance to the Gorée warehouse swarmed with stevedores, tally clerks, porters and casual labourers intent on loading and discharging ships, one of whom was Tommy Wilson, Jem’s pa, who had been persuaded by his Jess that unless he brought in a few bob she would take to the streets and earn them herself. She’d probably bring back the clap, she had screamed, which she would pass on to him. Their Rosie, eighteen months old though scarcely bigger than an eight-month-old, needed some ‘medicine’ for her cough which clogged her chest so that she could barely breathe and the old hag at the bottom of Rose Alley who made up her vile potions, mostly containing gin which put the child to sleep, doing little good but allowing the mother a respite, would not give credit!


Still hand in hand, the child leaning on the young man’s arm, Jem and Gilly sauntered along the Marine Parade, saying little, for they were both enchanted by the bustle, the smells, the slow dip and rise of the ships at anchor even though they had seen it all a hundred times before. A vast range of packages, barrels, boxes and bales lay about on the dock, closely watched by the tally clerk because they all had to be accounted for and loaded in the correct position in a ship’s hold. Barrels were the universal container in shipping as no matter whether the goods were liquid or dry they could be packed in such for transport abroad.


Jem and Gilly stood for several moments watching some men with huge hammers, wearing cloth caps and aprons of sacking, rippling their sweated muscles as they struck with a deafening clang on an iron post, while men in half hose and knee-length trousers, carrying oil lamps in readiness for the dark, hurried towards the doorway of a warehouse. A substantially built wagon pulled by enormous dray horses lumbered slowly past them towards a crane which was ready to lift iron bars on to it. A coastal schooner carrying coal from the Lancashire mines, salt from Cheshire, china clay from Cornwall, moved off slowly, her sails filling with what little wind there was. She would call at Runcorn with materials for the potteries in Staffordshire, iron ore and pig iron from the mines and blast furnaces of Furness and stone from North Wales, trading to all the ports round the Irish Sea. Liverpool was the second port after London in the British Empire, a great crossroads of sea and land. Tea from China, grain from North America, nitrates and guano from South America, cattle from Ireland, bales of raw cotton from the southern states of America, grain and wool from Australia, timber from America, Canada, Newfoundland and spices from the orient. The smell of brimstone, coffee, cowhides, ginger, jute, molasses, palm oil, pepper, rice, rum, saltpetre, sugar, tallow, tobacco and turpentine drifted on the fragrance of the sea, swirling together to make an intoxicating aroma which was the breath of life to the two Liverpool-born youngsters and they sniffed it in deeply, almost lovingly.


A woman with a basket on her head, her hips swaying gracefully, sang a song in a language they did not know and when she turned they saw that she was a deep brown colour. She had a bandana round her frizzing hair and her teeth were incredibly white in her brown face. A sailor spoke to her, his hand going to her round breasts which were like watermelons beneath the flimsy material of her blouse, but she laughed and pushed him away.


‘I’se sellin’ wet nellies, man, an’ nuffin’ else.’ ‘Wet nellies’ were stale bunloaf soaked in treacle, as hard as rock but as they warmed the treacle melted and ran down inside the bunloaf, softening it.


The sailor said something that made the woman laugh again but he moved on good-naturedly. Jem tightened his grip on Gilly’s hand and hurried her on, for though he was aware that she knew all there was to know about the ‘doings’ of men and women – how could she not living cheek by jowl with all the other Rose Alley dwellers? – he knew she was still at heart as innocent as a baby.


They turned at St Nicholas’ Churchyard, the sailors’ church as it was called, inspecting the forest of masts from which pennants of all colours were gaily fluttering, measuring with their young eyes the distance between the river and the spot where they stood, scarcely able to believe it possible that in the span of a man’s lifetime this mighty encroachment upon the stream could have been effected.


‘Just ter think all these docks below the churchyard wasn’t ’ere a century ago, Lovedy.’


‘What were’ere then, Jem?’ Gilly asked breathlessly, clinging more firmly to his strong hand just as though it might all be swept away again before her very eyes, and her with it.


‘Angry waves boiled an’ bristled up river an’ the ragin’ current swep’ along from’t sea. I read that in a book, our Gilly. Two ’undred years ago a great wave damaged church an’ broke winders an’ threw great stones a distance where no man could carry them.’ Jem spoke in an awed voice, for it was hard to believe that in place of all this vitality, this energy, the vast ships, the cranes, the busying men, there had been nothing but a small harbour where ships struggled to survive.


Gilly leaned even closer to Jem, never questioning his knowledge because Jem was the fount of all wisdom to her. Without him she would know nothing, about the city and port, the world as far away as Australia, China and the east. She learned about the royal family, important people who lived in London, for Jem, whenever he had a free hour, made his way to the William Brown Library where there were books and newspapers available to all. Though they were not aware of it, she and Jem were probably the most erudite young persons in Liverpool, though the word erudite had not yet come into Jem’s vocabulary. For instance last year there had been a terrible slaughter in India when native soldiers had turned on the white people who lived there and killed them. The Indian Mutiny it was called, and Jem said that the British people were filled with horror, that was how he had described it, and that more troops had been sent over to quell the rebel black man.


This year he had told her all about the marriage of the Queen’s daughter, the Princess Royal, Victoria Adelaide Mary Louisa – such a pretty name – to the Emperor of Prussia. He knew the names of all the high and mighty men in Parliament and spoke admiringly of Lord Palmerston who had suppressed the Indian Mutiny. When she was a little older, and could read more fluently – he used words like that – he would take her to the library and she would find out for herself all that transpired in this great world of theirs.


She relied on her mother for her comfort, her food, the clothes on her back and the relatively easy life she led – at least compared to others in Rose Alley – but it was this boy who held her heart and filled her receptive mind, who taught her, cared for her, protected her and took her on these wondrous journeys.


They continued to stroll along the docks, standing to watch as great American liners, beautiful sailing vessels, floated serenely on the still water.


‘One day you an’ me’ll go on board and ’ave us a look,’ Jem told her.


‘Will they lerrus, Jem?’ Gilly asked him dubiously, for the folk who were making their way on board were what her mam called ‘gentlefolk’.


‘Oh aye,’ Jem assured her. ‘Folks can go over ’em when they’re moored, so one o’t chaps in’t yard told me. Strangers is allus welcome, ’tis said. They’re right fine, Lovedy, the fittings made from lovely woods, costly, they say, luxurious an’ clean, an’ a sea voyage in one of ’em would be a marvel. One day,’ he boasted as young men will, ‘when I’ve medd me fortune, us’ll go across the seas ter New York in one of ’em.’ And so sincerely did she believe him she knew quite positively that they would.


They came at last to Queens Dock which was given up to Baltic, Russian and Dutch trades, and since the day was fine and clear they could see, outlined against the November sky, the Cheshire woods, the whole line of the Cheshire coast including New Brighton, Egremont, Seacombe, Woodside, Birkenhead, Tranmere Rock and the ferry boats which chugged regularly across the waters from Princes Dock. They sighed simultaneously, for this was all theirs for the asking and cost them nothing.


‘D’yer feel up ter walking ter’t Zoological Gardens or are yer ready fer ’ome?’ Jem asked her, bending down to look into her eager face and was not surprised when she tugged at his hand and began to pull him towards Parliament Street which led to Upper Parliament Street. ‘The Zoological Gardens it is then?’ He grinned, for he knew she loved the animals that were quartered there. She was always ready to go anywhere with him, though they had been a dozen times before, this lovely child whom he loved and cherished more than any other soul in the world. He had loved her on the night she had been born and from that day onwards had visited her and her mam every day during the months they were at home. He missed her during the summer months when she was travelling with Queenie, helping her mother in her trade, and when she came home he could not contain his joy and exhilaration though he did his best to hide it from his family. Queenie, for the sake of security though God knows there was nothing worth stealing from her damp cellar, allowed him to live there while she was absent, which suited him down to the ground for his ma would keep producing a child every year. He knew it was not her fault. He had heard her protests in the night when his pa came fumbling round her, and the cellar in which they all huddled was jammed so tight with nine children and two adults there was scarcely room to move. Jem meant to ask Queenie if she would consider him as a lodger full time. He was quick and adept with his hands and with a bit of conjuring a screen of sorts could be put up so that the ladies – as he respectfully called Queenie and Gilly – could have some privacy.


She kept up with his long stride, her hand still curled in his and all the time they talked, he telling her what he had read in yesterday’s newspaper at the William Brown Library. At the beginning of the month Her Majesty had been proclaimed Empress of India and from now on that country would be ruled by their very own Queen. The William Brown was a free library built by the great philanthropist for the educated poor who could not afford to buy books of their own. Jem told her about the book he was reading at the moment, bringing her up to date on the activities of the characters in Westward Ho! by an author called Charles Kingsley and which was the inspiration for Jem’s determination to travel some day, taking Gilly with him, of course.


They moved quickly through the maze of poor streets inhabited by the working classes, where children shouted and screamed and played their elaborate games as they did in Rose Alley and women gossiped on doorsteps, until they reached the road that led to the village of Prescot. Branching off, they climbed a fence and waded through the tall dying grasses of several meadows where cows grazed, all of them turning curiously as the two youngsters passed by. Each meadow was surrounded by trees which were in the full glory of their autumn colours. At the far side of the third meadow they came across the stumps of two old trees perched on the bank. They were completely covered with masses of flat toadstools, orange brown above and scarcely any stem. Under some beech and pine trees in the same field were toadstools that actually grew up the trunks but Jem said she was not to touch them. She had put out a hand thinking them to be mushrooms which were a rare delicacy and would make a fine meal for her and Mam but Jem shook his head saying they were poisonous. Jem knew everything, Gilly decided. The oak trees, which he recognised, still had their foliage and were all shades of bronze and brown and the hedges glowed with golden tints of nut leaves. And everywhere there were trees was the delicious autumn scent of fallen leaves. Blackbirds sang, and thrushes darted here and there and when they climbed the far fence into Love Lane there was the entrance to the Zoological Gardens.


As though to welcome them a lion roared and while both of them had shuddered away from the organ grinder’s monkey and the pathetic sight of the shambling bear they did not consider the cruelty of keeping a fine animal, a wild animal shut up in a cage in the same light.


They wandered from cage to cage peering through the bars at chattering monkeys, at zebras and elephants that swayed from side to side, at the Deer House where the timid creatures pressed themselves against a fence, and last of all peered longingly through the window of the tea house where those who had larders overflowing with good food at home sat and drank tea and ate rich cream cakes. They were both hungry, for they had walked a long way and had an even longer walk home to the other side of Liverpool. It was getting dark and the narrow back streets could be dangerous with thugs who would steal the boots off your feet or even worse if you were female.


He was ready to carry her as they reached Scotland Road because she was beginning to hang on to his arm but she shook her bright curls and it was then that he hunkered down and gazed into her face.


‘Yer a great little lass, our Gilly,’ he said gently, using the possessive kept for one’s own family or a dear one. ‘I love the bones of yer, d’yer know that?’


‘Aye, I’m’t same.’


‘One day, when I’ve a good job an’ yer a bit older, we’ll be tergether.’


‘Yes, Jem.’


‘Come on then, let’s get yer home. Yer mam’ll wonder where yer’ve got to,’ knowing as he said it that Queenie Logan would wonder no such thing, for it was understood between them that Gilly was to be his and that he would guard her with his life.
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It was on a bright, sunny day in August five years later that Jem Wilson’s life changed dramatically, and as a consequence so did that of Gilly Logan. It was the day that the ship was launched and there were hundreds there because everyone, from those who had built her, those who had watched her being built, to the public, loved a launch!


The sheer vitality of the scene at the launching of the ship, an ocean-going liner, a twin-screw steamship by the name of Rose Marie after the wives of the two owners, brought an intoxication to the young man that stirred his blood and filled him with a nervous energy. He had helped to build her as he had helped to build scores of others since he began work at the Barrie and Hughes Shipyard seven years ago and now, with hundreds of others, he was to watch her go down the ways to her element – the waters of the Mersey and thence to the sea. To the Atlantic Ocean, as she was to sail to New York on her first voyage. Of course that would be a few weeks off yet since she still had to be fitted out. It was rumoured that she was to be the most luxurious liner ever built by Barrie and Hughes and Jem could believe it, for he had seen the glowing wood, bird’s eye maple, walnut and rosewood, the deep carpets and the rich materials that were to be fitted into the dining rooms, the state rooms, the library, the drawing room and the music room, the first-class smoking room and what was known as the Grand Entrance. She would do the crossing in eight days and carry 126 passengers on two decks. Even men from the Laird Brothers Shipyard further along the river had come to gaze in admiration at the competition!


They were all there, Mr Barrie and Mr Hughes, the owners of the shipyard, with their wives and families, and Jem marvelled at the fineness of the ladies’ attire, making special note of their dresses so that he could describe them to Gilly, as best he could, being a male, the colours and even the styles. Their bonnets had wide brims and were tied under the chin forming a circular frame round their faces. They were lavishly trimmed with blond lace, tulle, ribbons and flowers, and though they were very smart Jem thought both ladies were overdressed for their age as he supposed them to be in their thirties. He was not aware that the wives of gentlemen needed to show off their husbands’ wealth, both in the way they dressed, which was expensively and up to date, and in the jewels that flashed from ear and bosom and fingers. Their dresses, which were called ‘day dresses’ though Jem was not aware of it, had a jacket bodice, pagoda sleeves with engageantes and a single skirt with broad zigzag trimmings. The skirts were very full, supported with a cage crinoline, and each lady carried a dainty parasol to protect her complexion from the sunshine.


Mrs Rose Barrie was to launch the ship since Mr Barrie was the senior partner. Mrs Hughes would launch the next one, her husband had promised her, so she did her best to smile and keep her eye on her children, five in all, the youngest a little lad of three years old who was in to everything. The new nursemaid had her hands full, shepherding him and the rest, the eldest seven years old – Mr Hughes being a lusty man – away from what she considered the danger that lurked behind every coil of rope, every anchor, every wagon pulled by horses with huge hooves the size of buckets which could squash an unwary child like a fly; the chains over which any one of her charges might trip and the wrath of Mrs Hughes should the slightest accident occur.


In the enormous crush the men who had helped to build the ship crowded at the back of the main party and down each side of the building slip, which was a forest of scaffolding, shoving and shouting and ready to stand beside Mrs Barrie and Mrs Hughes in their excitement. There were men actually standing on the deck of the ship where a Union Jack stood out from a flagpole in the stiff breeze that blew from the river. Thick ropes bound the straining vessel to the land and towering over the enormity of it all were four great cranes on to which men had climbed and where they clung like monkeys in a tree.


The crowds were huge on both sides of the ship, tiny dwarf figures waving and cheering, gazing with awe up to the pinnacle of the great vessel, for no matter how many times they had watched a launch it never failed to amaze and delight them.


Jem steadied himself on the extreme edge of the dock, clinging to a bollard, for he was in grave danger of being pushed into the gently lapping waters of the river. He had a fine view of the small platform from where Mrs Barrie was to christen the ship and send her on her way. Among the party was Frank Webb, the designer of the fine ship that lay waiting on her bed of keel blocks, ready to start her journey.


‘A fine day for a launch, Mrs Barrie,’ Jem heard him say courteously to the owner’s wife.


‘Indeed, and will the ship be ready soon, Mr Webb?’ Mrs Barrie answered, as she was eager to get on. There would be a reception afterwards attended by all the important dignitaries of Liverpool and Birkenhead and even some from as far away as a shipyard in the Clyde where Mr Barrie had business connections. A coming man was her husband and she felt it only right that she, as his wife, should be the centre of attention.


The bottle of champagne was ready. There was a great deal of shouting from the men on the deck to those who stood far below where the ship’s frame curved under her keel and Jem leaned even further forward as though he could see where he had ‘brightened the lines’. In building the hull the steel plates would be marked by platers using a chalk line and a marker, making lines on the steel like ruling lines on paper. Over time these chalked lines would fade and would need ‘brightening’ by re-chalking. He had been trusted to do this important job since he was known to be conscientious and he was one of those who had helped to shape her. He had been at work now for four years as plate-layer and would, when he finished his apprenticeship in two years, be a journeyman and then a fully qualified plate-layer. Most of the apprentices who could not find the five pounds towards their Certificate of Indenture had one shilling a week deducted from their wages until the sum of five pounds had been accumulated. This was usually for the term of six years or until they were twenty-one whichever be the longer, as it said in the certificate. But Queenie had given him the money needed to pay for his indentures and he would be for ever grateful to her for her help, not only financial, but for her quiet support in allowing him to share the cellar where she still lived with Gilly and where, while Gilly was reading one of the books she brought from the William Brown Lending Library, he would study ships, marine engineering, the history of shipbuilding and indeed anything and everything to do with ships and the sea. Gilly and Queenie had both been away on their travels for most of the summer, moving from fair to fair, from market to market and it was Jem, from his research in the library, which he haunted whenever he had free time, who had shown Queenie how to invest her money.


He vividly remembered the day he had taken her to the Royal Bank in Dale Street, both of them dressed in their respectable best, where a clerk who had looked down his nose at them – until he learned the amount of money Queenie had to invest – had shown them into the office of the deputy manager.


The first problem had arisen when it was realised that Queenie could neither read nor write so someone must be found who could do these for her; and who else was there to lead her through the complexities but himself and Gilly? So Gilly had been brought to the bank, dressed in the clean but plain dress and bonnet Queenie put her in and the account had been opened in Queenie’s name. Whenever Queenie wished to deposit a small sum of money, or withdraw the same, Gilly accompanied her and though she was too young to make the transactions herself, she could read whatever was needed to her mother and check the amounts put in or withdrawn against the passbook which was Queenie’s proudest possession. The staff at the bank were charmed with the pretty, polite little girl who clung to her mother’s hand, but Queenie, despite her lack of education, was not in the least overawed by either the bank clerks or the customers. Jem’s help and constant overseeing of her financial affairs, as he called them, had enabled her to give him the money needed for his indentures.


She and Gilly were doing so well in their small business and, as Queenie was careful with her growing account, she was beginning to look about her, saying nothing to either Jem or Gilly, with the intention of moving out of Rose Alley into a more salubrious neighbourhood.


Suddenly there was a great shout as some signal was given. Mrs Barrie’s voice came faintly over the noise of the crowd: ‘. . . this ship Rose Marie . . . bless all who sail in her . . .’ He could hear no more, not even the crack of the champagne bottle which Mrs Barrie aimed with great dexterity. A pair of men smashed the blocks that supported the keel, and the blocks were knocked away; the weight of the hull was thrown on to the cradles, piles of beams built up along the hull’s underbelly. The interface between two layers of cradle beams had been greased and the weight of the ship settled into the cradles. The top layer began to slip, allowing the ship to move down the incline towards the water. Stern first, she started to go with the eyes of every person present on her, all except those of Willy Hughes who, bored with the whole thing, spoiled by his doting parents and accustomed to doing whatever he pleased, had squirmed between the legs of those about him and darted towards the edge of the dock overlooking the river. Men whose legs he brushed against looked down at him in bewilderment but, not wishing to miss the graceful descent of the ship, the tremendous splash as she entered the water, looked away again. All those apart from Jem who watched in horror as the child, dressed in a sailor suit as was the fashion, laughed up at him, leaned over the water and fell in.


His small body seemed to take an age to hit the water which was heaving and tossing as the launching vessel displaced it and when it did he disappeared, unnoticed, it seemed, by the crowds of cheering, hat-waving men.


Jem and Gilly had wandered one day to the sands at Bootle where there were bathing machines and horses to draw ladies who desired to preserve their modesty into the waters.


Neither Jem nor Gilly cared about such things since modesty and decency did not exist in Rose Alley and they simply stripped off their outer clothing behind a sand dune, revealing what passed for a swimming costume on the stalls Queenie frequented. They had learned to swim splashing about at the water’s edge to both their delight and satisfaction. Jem being the stronger was the better swimmer and though he had never attempted to dive in the shallow waters off Bootle sands, he did so now into the turbulence that surrounded the just launched vessel. Not a dive really but a jump in which his arms and legs flapped erratically, bobbing to the surface like a cork, for the waters were still heaving in undulating waves.


Others had noticed now, standing with their mouths agape at the dock edge wondering what the devil was wrong with the struggling bugger in the water. Had he overbalanced and fallen? Was he mad? Did he have a death wish, for it was unlikely he would survive in the undertow of the ship. Her propellers were still and would not suck him under, but just the same it was mad to be so close to the slowly bobbing vessel. She was still fastened to the land by lines that held her but it was a bloody dangerous position to be in. Nobody recognised him and it was not until a woman’s screams began to tear the warm air that they realised there was more to this than some madman taking a dip in the deep waters of the river.


Jem had taken in a great deal of murky water as he landed in it. He had gone down a long way before striking up again and when he reached the surface, though he desperately trod the water, he could see nothing of the boy, and his saturated clothing was beginning to drag him down. Men were starting to shout and the woman was still screaming as he searched round for a glimpse of the small white-clad figure of the little lad. He could feel the pull of the ship and wondered how long he could stay afloat because he was almost under the keel and his clothes were heavy as lead.


And then a miracle happened: floating just below his pumping legs a small body appeared. The sailor’s hat was gone and the child’s bright curly hair hung limply round his face which was as pale as death. His eyes were closed, his mouth open and from between his lips ran a dribble of mucky water. Grabbing at his clothing, Jem hung on to the small, limp body, accompanied by shouts of encouragement, for by now the realisation of what had happened had dawned on the watching crowd – indeed one or two of the men had jumped over the edge of the dock and were flapping around in the water in an effort to help him. The child was not heavy and Jem began to pull him towards the steps that led from the water up to the dock. He could hear the mother shrieking now and the hoarse bellow of a man’s voice, then strong hands grabbed him, pulling him upwards, taking the boy from him, all talking at once, some women weeping as it could easily have been one of theirs. The child lay limply on the planking of the dock, beginning to cough and splutter, a great rush of dirty water coming from his pale mouth. He himself lay sprawled, vomiting up not only the water but the butties he had eaten before the ceremony began, his jacket and trousers holding him down to the dock with the weight of water, though he noticed vaguely that he’d lost his boots and his cap. That would cost him money he could ill afford but perhaps Queenie could find him a cheap pair, was his drifting thought.


He had never spoken to either Mr Barrie or Mr Hughes – indeed they were vague figures seen on the edge of his world – but now they were both at his side, their hands lifting him while beside him the child’s mother, he supposed she was, knelt on the dock, the boy in her arms, rocking him, weeping noisily while another woman held her, also crying. One of the men who lifted him to his feet, Mr Hughes, he thought, had tears in his eyes and was ready to clasp Jem to his breast.


‘Dear God, man, how can we ever thank you. My son, a little demon he is, his nursemaid never even saw him slip away and we were all watching Mrs Barrie . . . We’ll never be able to repay you . . . never . . . He is dear to us, the scamp. Ah . . .’ He turned to another man. ‘Doctor, check on the lad and then see that this young man is unhurt. You must come with us. No, I insist that you be checked over by Doctor Grayson. Now then, Marie, stop weeping,’ though he was sniffing himself. He began to lead a stunned Jem through the pressing crowds, all the men patting Jem on the back, smiling, wanting to shake his hand, the excitement of the day heightened by the drama. The newly launched ship was quite put in the shade as Jem, beginning to shake now in reaction, was led away. The boy in his mother’s arms was crying weakly and the nursemaid who stood within the circle of the Hugheses’ other children, doing her best to keep any of them from straying further, waited stiffly for the axe to fall, which she knew it would. In a way it was hardly her fault, for Willy was a little devil and to expect one young girl to watch over five lively youngsters at an event like this was really too much. She bent her head and wept pitifully.


That afternoon Queenie and Gilly as they were between trips had been to the Corporation Baths in Upper Frederick Street which had been opened in 1842 for the use of the working classes. When they were at home they went once a week, though the rest of the time when they were on the tramp they made do with a dip in a convenient pond or stream. Inside the baths were apartments in which warm, cold and shower baths might be obtained, and attached to the side of the building were large reservoirs for the supply of the baths and washhouses where a woman could bring her family’s washing. There were tubs and facilities for drying a load at a penny a time though women had to bring their own soap as it was not provided.


There were vapour baths which cost a shilling but a warm bath could be had for sixpence and it was one of these that Gilly and Queenie shared, men having access to the baths on alternate days. They had made an afternoon of it, mother and daughter, first bathing themselves and then hiring a tub to wash their underclothes.


They were just turning into Rose Alley from Maguire Street, the basket of clean clothing between them, when the carriage drew up to the entrance. There was not enough room for it to turn the corner between the scabby walls into the narrow courtyard lined by the tenements on either side, but it stood for a moment, all shining and splendid and the sight of it silenced every man, woman and child in the vicinity. It was pulled by two matching grey horses, their coats gleaming, their heads moving nervously, their hooves pawing the slimy cobbles, for they did not like this stinking place to which they had been driven.


‘Glory be ter God,’ Peg O’Dowd whispered, crossing herself as though at the sight of some devilish thing and when the carriage door opened and Jem Wilson, a shawl about his shoulders, emerged, the silence fell even deeper.


‘Now don’t forget, Jem,’ a voice from inside the carriage said, ‘first thing tomorrow in my office, that’s if you feel up to it. Perhaps a day off might be in order. After all . . .’


Jem turned to speak to whoever was in the carriage and the inhabitants of Rose Alley strained to hear what he had to say.


‘No, sir, I’m fine. A bi’ wet is all. I’ll be there, thank yer, sir,’ putting a hand to his head where his missing cap should have been.


‘Very well, lad, tomorrow it is. Right, Saunders, drive on.’ And with great difficulty and a fair bit of manoeuvring Saunders drove on along Maguire Street. Children, come suddenly to life, ran after it in their bare feet and tattered rags that passed for clothing, shouting and screaming, following it towards Vauxhall Road, while Jem hesitated in the gutter, quite dazed, it seemed, as though not sure where to go.


‘Nay, son,’ a female voice said, ‘wharrever ’ave yer bin up to?’


‘Well, nutten really,’ Jem stammered, overcome with some strong emotion that was robbing him of speech. ‘This little lad fell inter’t water . . . anyroad I must gerrout o’ these wet things.’ But still he stood undecided until Queenie bustled up, dragging a bewildered Gilly, the basket between them. Like the rest of the gaping crowd, who had not yet got over the fantastic sight of the splendid carriage from which Jem had stepped, wet, cold and shivering despite the warmth of the day, she was mystified as to what had happened to him but she could see he needed to get away from the pressing crowds.


‘Inside, son, an’ get yerself changed. Yer need ter get warm an’ ’appen summat inside yer,’ for reaction was making Jem’s teeth chatter even more.


The crowd parted reluctantly. Like most Liverpool folk they liked a good drama and the chance to gossip about it. The sun, which was moving westwards in its descent towards evening, managed to throw a stray beam of light into the courtyard, revealing even more clearly the foetid state of the area. It was paved with uneven cobbles and in the centre was a hollow filled with water on which unspeakable matter floated. The water, it seemed, was unable to drain away towards the river where sewage was dumped. Standing in the centre of the hollow was a small, decrepit building with a doorway from which the door was missing. From this broken-down structure came an appalling stench, an eruption that in the unlikely chance that any stranger should venture into the courtyard would bring stinging tears to their eyes and make them retch. Everywhere there was filth, mud, rotting carcases of what must once have been a living cat or dog, and in it the pallid, scrawny children, having lost sight of the carriage, screamed in play. Men and women returned to their lolling and gossiping in the bit of sunshine. Slime ran down every wall, which did not prevent the pipe-smoking men from leaning against them.


Putting down her basket, Queenie produced a key from her apron pocket which seemed startlingly clean in comparison with the filth about her. She moved down the area steps and unlocked the solid door into her basement room and with a grim nod at her neighbours signalled to Jem to enter, then moved up the steps again to help Gilly with the basket. She closed the door with a sharp thump.


‘Stuck-up cow,’ one woman muttered, then turned to shriek at the children, many of whom were hers.


Once inside, Queenie crossed the room to the smouldering fire on which a kettle steamed and, with what seemed careless abandon, reached into the coal scuttle with a shovel and threw a generous pile of coal on to the fire. In a minute or two it caught and a bright, warm glow filled the room, reflecting off the white walls which Jem frequently whitewashed in an attempt to cover the green stains of damp that grew despite his efforts.


Gilly and Jem watched Queenie, Gilly with her mouth still open but Queenie soon had them on the move.


‘Right, son, get yer be’ind that curtain an’ strip off. Aye, everything or yer’ll catch yer death and then give yerself a good rub down wi’ this,’ throwing a bit of rough towelling from the basket to Jem who dropped the shawl to catch it. He still had bits of flotsam from the river clinging to his sopping wet and foul-smelling clothes. A shiver shook his tall frame but he moved obediently behind the curtain that hid his rolled-up mattress.


‘An’ you, my lass,’ turning to Gilly, ‘mekk us a cuppa, will yer and then Jem can tell us what ’appened ter gerrim in such a mess. It looks ter me ’e’s bin in’t river an’ I don’t suppose it were fer’t sake of ’is ’ealth.’


When Jem emerged from behind the curtain he had on a clean shirt, for Queenie did his washing along with hers and Gilly’s, and his working trousers. His hair stood about his head in a mass of curly spikes, like a beam of sunlight in the glow of the fire. His face had some colour in it now and his blue eyes were clear where they had been confused. He had not yet recovered from his ducking in the murky waters of the Mersey and his tender heart was still concerned with the plight of the little lad he had plucked from it, but he gratefully took the cup of tea Queenie put in his hand and managed a smile into the face of the girl who knelt waiting at his feet.


‘Are yer gonner tell us, Jem,’ she asked, ‘or must we clout it outer yer?’


‘Leave lad alone, our Gilly.’ But it was obvious Queenie was as keen to hear his tale as her daughter. She sank down in the chair opposite Jem as he told them of the events of the afternoon.


‘An’ termorrer I’m ter go an’ see Mr Hughes in ’is office,’ he finished raptly.


‘Well, I never did,’ Queenie murmured, wondering why this wonderful news put a feather of apprehension down her straight spine.
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Queenie had sent him down first thing to the baths, it being men’s day, since he could hardly turn up at Mr Hughes’s office stinking of the river, could he, she asked sharply. She’d found him another clean shirt, one that fitted him somewhat loosely, flapping about his rangy body, but it was in good condition. She had dried his jacket and trousers before the lively fire she had built up, brushed them, then watched carefully as he polished the boots she had retrieved from her ‘stall’ basket. She always had spare clothing, stuff she hadn’t got rid of at the last market and as he couldn’t go barefoot to see Mr Hughes he must make do with what she had. They were a snug fit, for he had big feet, but were better than nothing.


Gilly fussed about him, pulling down his jacket which had shrunk a bit, fiddling with the top button of his collarless shirt and doing her best with a broken comb to curb his wheaten curls from rioting over his head.


‘Eeh, I’ll look like bloody Prince o’ Wales at his weddin’ way you two’re goin’ on,’ he complained good-naturedly. ‘Give over, our Gilly. We can do nowt more wi’ me hair unless I shave me head. It’s always bin’t same an’ wi’out me cap . . .’


‘ ’Old on, son, I might ’ave summat as’ll suit.’ Beneath his exasperated gaze Queenie rummaged in the basket and produced what was known as a ‘wideawake’ hat of straw, a fashion from the last decade.


Jem backed away, a look of alarm on his face. ‘Nay, I can’t wear tha’, Queenie. Lads’ll be laughin’ an’ callin’ me names. ’Ave’nt yer gorr owt else, like?’


‘That’s a gentleman’s ’at, that is.’


‘I know that, Queenie, an’ I’m no gent.’ He stood with his back to the door that led out to the area basement, turning to Gilly for support.


‘I think it’s grand, Jem. Try it, go on,’ she begged, but he shook his head.


At last, from her basket Queenie produced a country cap with a covered button on top, what the gentry might wear but also a cap that a working man might get away with. She placed it on his bright curls and pressed it down firmly.


‘There,’ she said triumphantly. ‘Yer look right bonny, dun’t he, our Gilly?’


‘Bonny,’ spluttered Jem.


Gilly studied him, her eyes running up and down his tall frame and though he was no more than a rough working lad, in her eyes he was perfect. He always had been. He was her only friend and her expression said so. Her tawny eyes in which golden flecks glowed, tilted as she smiled and as it always did, his heart turned over. His tender mouth curled up in the wide smile that was peculiarly his and he held out his hand, which she took. She was only twelve years old and his deep, enduring love for her had as yet no sexuality in it but in a couple of years’ time or perhaps a bit more he meant to marry her. He was doing well at the shipyard and with the help of the books he borrowed from the library he would get on. He wasn’t quite sure how but he had overheard the minister at St Martin’s-in-the-Field tell another scholar that the only way was through education.


He stood before Queenie and Gilly, waiting for their approval, turning in an exaggerated circle to make them laugh, his cap thrown to the back of his curls, but Queenie tutted and moved forward to straighten it again on his head.


‘Now listen ’ere, lad, yer did a good thing yesterday savin’ that little nipper from drownin’. It made a big impression on ’is pa an ’e wants ter thank yer, an’ rightly so. See yer mekk most of it.’


Gilly nodded her head encouragingly as though to tell Jem he must be on his best behaviour, for who knew where this might lead. Perhaps a rise in his pay and even a promotion to some grand job in the building of a ship.


‘So speak polite,’ Queenie continued – as if Jem would do anything else – ‘an’ lerrim see wharr a good lad you are. Mind, ’e’ll know that fer there’s not many’d jump in that there mucky water, even ter save a little lad.’


‘Nay, Queenie,’ he protested honestly, for that was his nature, ‘a few did.’


‘Right then, ’appen I’m wrong. Anyroad, mekk most of it an’ me an’t lass’ll be waiting fer yer ter come ’ome an’ tell us all about it.’


Queenie was not a great one for hugging but Gilly was and now she flung her arms about Jem’s waist, her cheek pressed against his chest. His rose to enfold her and his own cheek rested on her bright hair.


‘Right then,’ Queenie said briskly. ‘Ta-ra, son, an’ see yer ternight. We’ve a bit ter do, me an’ our Gilly, seein’ as ’ow we’re off ter St Helens first thing termorrer. Summer’ll be over soon an’ we’d best mekk the most of it afore winter comes and we settle in ’ere. I’ve a lorra stuff ter sort out an’ it’ll need ter be packed onter’t cart.’


With that she hustled Jem roughly through the door and up the steps as though he had deeply offended her, which was far from the truth for she thought the world of him and had often thanked the fates that had sent him to her. Only from next door, true, but what a godsend he had been to her in her business and especially with Gilly as lovely as she was. She and Gilly stood at the top of the steps and watched him lope off across the courtyard, his long legs leaping the pools of stagnant water. He turned to wave and as he did so Tommy and Jess Wilson flung open their rotting door and with more alacrity than he had shown since he was himself one of the shrieking children who swarmed about the place, Tommy Wilson ran shouting after his son followed by his wife.


‘Aye, lad, what’s bloody ’urry? Aven’t yer time ter say “ow do” ter yer old pa?’ His voice was ingratiating and Jem and Queenie knew what he was about. Once Tommy Wilson had been as straight and supple as his son. He had suffered from a lack of nutritious food as they all did, but working on the docks among the ships that brought food into Liverpool he had managed extra victuals which he had not shared with his family. But lack of exercise, vast amounts of ale and a diet of bread and lard and oatmeal had made him slack-faced, fleshy in the wrong places, squat and pot-bellied. Like most of the men not yet risen from their greasy beds but who would soon be leaning or squatting about the courtyard, he was unskilled and without a regular trade. When there was work to be had they were all dockers, factory hands and general labourers, street sellers and pedlars. They sent their children out to be chimney sweeps, street sweepers, little piecers crawling under whirling machinery to collect cotton waste in the cotton mills. Many of them were Irish who would take a job even the poorest of the poor would not accept. They could not save for their old age, should it occur to them to do so. There were charities like Doctor Barnardo’s Home and the Waifs and Strays Society but many went into the poorhouse. There were soup kitchens where they sent their children. Bad water supplies, filth and overcrowding regularly produced typhoid, tuberculosis, diphtheria and ‘fever’.
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