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Tomorrow we make tomorrow’s memories.


1

Sally Grimshaw was twenty-four and a virgin, though neither of these factors was uppermost in her mind as she breathed heavily on the already gleaming brass, gave it another vigorous buffing then stepped back to study her handiwork. She narrowed her eyes, sighed and shook her head as though not at all satisfied.

She was polishing the handles of the pumps, engrossed in her work, going at it with her customary furious determination, and when the soldier hesitated in the taproom doorway she failed to notice him. She was giving the brass handles “what for”, as Freddy jokingly called it, just as she did everything, from the mud traipsed across the taproom floor to the ordering of the maidservants in her employ, throwing the whole weight of her slight body into her work. Freddy, who was a bit of a wag in his own opinion and was never short of a word on any subject, said she gave the impression that a puff of wind would have her over. Not a “pick” on her, he said, but not unkindly since there was not an unkind bone in Freddy’s body, but as she had proved since she was eight years old and their ma died, her appearance was deceptive. She had heard herself described as dainty, fragile as gossamer, whatever that meant, slender as a willow, but she had a strong spirit and a natural confidence which overcame these, what you might call handicaps, and had put them to good use. She could do more work in half the time and with double the efficiency of Bridie and Jane put together and they were considered to be good workers. They should be. She’d chosen and trained them. But she liked things done properly and she’d found that the only way to achieve this was to do it herself. Obviously this was not possible in an inn the size of the Grimshaw Arms so she did the next best thing which was to keep a keen eye on everything the two servants did.

She was humming to herself as she worked the duster round the pump handles. She had her own way of doing it. You folded the duster lengthwise a couple of times, then, taking an end in each hand, you worked it backwards and forwards round the handles, your arms moving to a swift rhythm. You got a lovely shine on them but you had to go at it a bit, so she was unaware of the figure who wavered in the doorway. She was also unaware that the enthusiasm with which she applied her duster moved almost every part of her body. Her silver-streaked tawny hair, silken and curly when loose, tumbled and bobbed, floating tendrils wisping down across her face. At intervals she blew them impatiently upwards but they drifted down again. Her shoulders jerked with the action of her arms and her nicely rounded breasts jiggled in two separate movements beneath the immaculate white cotton of her pin-tucked bodice. Her sleeves were rolled up to allow her to work more freely, and to protect her cuffs, and the creamy skin of her arms glowed in the sunshine which flooded in through the two deep bay windows.

She was just leaning forward to check that she could see her own reflection in the gleaming brass when she suddenly became aware that she was no longer alone. She pivoted sharply, beginning to frown when she saw the silent, motionless figure in the doorway. The door, which led from the taproom in to Prescot Lane, stood wide open to let out some of last night’s pipe smoke, which created an impenetrable fug at times, and the clear January light was at his back, outlining his tall frame. It startled her and when Sally Grimshaw was startled or upset she went on the attack at once. She’d get herself into a pickle over it one of these days, Freddy warned her good-naturedly, but she couldn’t help it.

“Saints preserve us, don’t you know better than to lurk in a doorway like that?” she snapped, putting her hand and the duster in it to her breast. “You gave me an awful fright. What are you doing?” And when there was no answer, “What d’you want? Are you to come in or go out? Make up your mind because I’ve no time to stand about passing the time of day,” as though the man was doing his best to engage her in conversation. “We open in half an hour and this floor’s still to be scrubbed.”

Not that Sally Grimshaw was to scrub it. Bridie or Jane would get down on their knees and do that, for Sally was the publican’s sister and did not concern herself with heavy or menial work, except the eagle-eyed overseeing of it.

She paused, again blowing upwards a gleaming strand of pale hair which had drifted across her lips, then, as though becoming unexpectedly aware of her dishevelled state, she smoothed her two hands over the wayward, sliding mane of it. In a moment she had it captured and disciplined, severely scraped back from her forehead into some invisible fastening at the nape of her neck, though a few short and endearingly wayward tendrils still managed to escape over her ears. With a couple of fluid movements, neither of them wasted since Sally Grimshaw was not one for waste of any sort, she rolled down her sleeves, whisked off her apron, then lifted an imperious head, satisfied that she presented the orderly and businesslike appearance she and her customers were used to. She tapped her foot and tightened her lips which, moments before, had been parted and rosy.

“Well?” she challenged, waiting for the man in the doorway to answer but he continued to hover there, swaying slightly, she thought, and at once her suspicious mind jumped to the conclusion that this was not the first inn he had visited today.

“Didn’t you hear me? We’re not open yet,” she went on sharply, “so if it’s a drink you’re after you’d best wait outside. There’s a bench if you want to sit down,” which, it seemed to her, might be wise in his present state though it was not exactly the weather for hanging about. A thick hoar frost was spread like icing sugar across the fields opposite the inn, the sunlight turning every blade of grass, every tree and hedgerow to a silver and white tracery against the paleness of the winter blue sky. They sparkled with frost crystals, dazzling like tiny diamonds but it was not the kind of daydreaming Sally Grimshaw had time for, not with a bar to open, dinners for God alone knew how many travellers to be got ready, Freddy to flush out from wherever he hid himself whenever there was work to be done, the cellarman to supervise and the maids to chivvy into the kind of activity which the busy inn demanded.

But though Sally had been born in, had lived and worked in an inn for the whole of her life there was nothing she abhorred more than drunkenness and if she was not mistaken, and she very seldom was, this chap was in the far stages of it and it wasn’t even midday yet!

Her lips thinned into an even grimmer line and she scowled, treating the pump handle to another vigorous slap with her duster. Now that she had given the brass “what for” and the length of her tongue to the man leaning in the doorway, she was ready to turn away towards the kitchen and the steak and kidney pies she had put in the oven twenty minutes ago and which would be ready to come out. She’d need to get behind Bridie and Jane if the taproom, the bar parlour, the snug and the coffee-room were to open on time. Fortunately the last overnight guest had gone, dashing off in the direction of Liverpool in a hackney cab after eating one of Sally’s splendid breakfasts, on urgent business, he had told her, as he settled his bill.

The soldier did not move except to take off his cap and put a hand to the door frame to steady himself. Sally clicked her tongue impatiently.

“I’m sorry, sir” – doing her best to be polite since this was an inn and all men were customers – “but I’m afraid I must ask you to wait outside.” Her voice was firm. She was not unduly concerned that he might turn nasty, for any woman who could deal with Abe Cartwright after he’d drunk his usual dozen or so pints of ale or stout on a Saturday night could certainly handle this chap, whoever he was. Freddy said it was like watching a kitten square up to a tiger and well worth the losing of Abe’s custom as he turned tail and fled into the night, which was the sort of daft thing Freddy was always saying. Besides, in the unlikely event that Sally Grimshaw could not manage, she knew Job was within calling distance.

The soldier appeared not to hear her or if he did was not prepared to do as he was told. What was the matter with the man? Didn’t he speak the Queen’s English, or was he deaf? Surely he could see the place was not yet open for business? Well, she would soon see him off her doorstep with a flea in his ear – she must get Bridie to give the step another wipe-over – since she’d neither the time nor the inclination to be arguing with him. Really, some folk thought they could just ignore the rules by which others lived and worked, marching high-handedly wherever they chose and demanding service as though it was their due. Anyway, even if she was persuaded to let him stay, which she wasn’t, she couldn’t have him sprawling at his ease by her fireside, legs stretched out to the flames as Bridie did her best to scrub round him.

Stepping out from behind the bar counter, her chin raised in a manner many of her customers would have instantly recognised and quailed from, Sally walked purposefully across the taproom towards the soldier, ready to throw him out into the lane herself if necessary, noticing for the first time that he was an officer. He wore a long, medium grey coat, double-breasted, which ended about twelve inches from the floor, with brass buttons which half of her mind registered needed a good polish. What she could see of his trousers were dark blue, narrow, with a red stripe down the outside of each leg.

“Madam,” he said at last, his voice somewhat slurred, confirming her opinion that he was already drunk as a fiddler’s bitch, which was one of Freddy’s more colourful phrases. As he spoke he bowed politely but instead of straightening up again he continued a downward journey in a fall as slow and graceful as a tree which has just been felled. Even with the light behind him she could see every vestige of colour drain from his face. His eyes rolled up and he hit the floor with a thump Sally felt through the soles of her well-polished boots. His sword, which hung from a belt at his waist, made a horrible clatter as it hit the floor.

“Dear heavens, what next?” Sally fretted, just as though the soldier had fallen with the sole purpose of annoying her. Even yet she still believed he was the worse for drink, though you didn’t often find a gentleman, an officer, in such a condition at this time of day, and alone. Sometimes the young squirearchy, those from what were known as “good” families, or “old” families, came carousing on their fine thoroughbreds, clattering into the yard, invading the taproom and the bar parlour, loud, arrogant, thinking it a “hell of a joke” to drink with the common man. Four or five of them at a time, taking it as their right to make free with her two pretty barmaids who didn’t mind a bit but she did, and said so.

But they were like children in a nursery who had been reprimanded by Nanny when Miss Grimshaw had done with them. Good as gold and quiet as mice, almost apologising, which made the regulars smile, for they knew that so long as no one offended the publican’s sister by swearing, spitting, or taking liberties with her or her barmaids, their money was as good as anybody’s at the Grimshaw Arms. Mind, it’d be a brave man who tried to take liberties with sharp-tongued Sally Grimshaw!

But this was and always had been a country inn, plain and unpretentious, which attracted the villagers from Old Swan, Knotty Ash and the surrounding district. Farm labourers, men from the Liverpool Crown Glass Works, the nurseries at Oak Vale, the Rope Works in Eden Lane, gardeners, grooms, underfootmen from some of the big houses in the area, but certainly not an officer who, though Sally did not know his rank since she was not familiar with the insignia on his overcoat, appeared to be from a Liverpool regiment.

She leaned over him gingerly but could detect no smell of ale or even brandy on his breath, brandy being the most likely drink a man of his class would take. So what was wrong with him? Now that he was no longer blocking the doorway the pale sunlight fell across him, touching his hair which was a dull grey mixed with pure silver. It was thick, uncut, a shaggy tumble of rough curls which fell over his ears and the high collar of his overcoat. His cheek was pressed to the stone flags, his face in profile. It was as grey as his hair and dewed with sweat.

Sally knelt down, her full, serge skirt, which was held out by half a dozen starched white petticoats, billowing out around her. The skirt was dark grey, plain, well made and eminently suitable for the mistress of a plain household, which Sally considered herself to be. Round her slender waist was a broad belt from which hung a beautifully crafted filigree housekeeper’s châtelaine. From it hung a dozen keys, a small pair of silver scissors in an embossed sheath, a watch, a thimble, a tiny scent bottle with a silver top, scent being Sally’s one weakness in her total disregard for female embellishment, each article with its own silver chain linked with swivel catches to the silver-embossed plate which was attached to her belt. It was an exquisite thing which she had seen in the window of Thomas Dismore, a silversmith in Dale Street and which, in an unusually impulsive gesture, she had fallen in love with and purchased.

She put out a tentative hand to the soldier’s hair, for some odd reason feeling a strong urge to smooth it back from his brow. It was rough, unbrushed and sweated on his scalp. His face was gaunt, sunken so that the bony sockets of his eyes and the high, flat bones of his cheeks seemed about to pierce his flesh. The flesh itself was hot, damp and pale.

He lay as one dead as her fingers gently rested on the line of his jaw which was prickly to her touch as though he had not shaved recently, the whiskers gleaming a dull silver in the shaft of sunlight which fell across him.

There was a crash from the kitchen and voices were raised and it was this that brought her back to the realisation of not only where she was but what time of day it was. A frantic glance at the clock on the wall told her she had less than half an hour before customers would be hammering on the door to be let in.

“Freddy,” she called out. “Freddy, where are you? Get yourself out here and fetch Job with you. And don’t be all day about it, either.”

“Sal, Elly’s just dropped the soup pan and I’m—”

“Never mind the soup pan, Freddy, Elly can see to that. Get out here right away.”

“But, Sal, I’m—”

Before the aggrieved voice could enlarge on the crisis in the kitchen, Sally raised hers, not loudly but with that tone which told her brother that he’d best look lively or there’d be trouble.

“Never mind that, Freddy Grimshaw. Go and find Job and then come back here, both of you, and quickly, please.”

“Aah, Sally . . .”

“Freddy!”

The soldier looked so dreadful and so uncomfortable with his cheek pressed to the floor that without thinking Sally moved from a kneeling position, lowering herself beside him until she could turn him a little and lift his head into her lap. She was shocked by the drawn lines of suffering about his mouth and the deep smudges beneath his eyes. He had strong, pronounced eyebrows, dark against his putty-coloured flesh, a wide mouth which, even in his present sorry state, curled at the corners as though he were about to smile and the longest, thickest eyelashes she had ever seen on a man.

They began to flutter as she bent over him and a sound which might have been a groan emerged from between his pale, parted lips.

“Freddy, where the dickens are you?” she called out through gritted teeth, since Sally Grimshaw was not known for her patience and, as though her voice had reached down into the dark cavern where he had toppled, the soldier opened his eyes. They were blank, unfocused and yet even in their emptiness were the striking colour of the “dolly blue” Sally’s ma and then Sally herself put into the dolly tub to whiten the white of Freddy’s shirts and the linen from the beds. Against the grey of his skin and hair they were startling.

Consciousness was returning to him, showing itself in a frown as though he were wondering what the devil he was doing with his head in the lap of a woman he did not recognise.

He stared up at her, then blinked, his almost black lashes falling and rising slowly a couple of times as his eyes became properly focused. Something that might have been a smile flickered across his face.

“Well, lad,” he said, as though to himself, “if you’re going to faint you might as well do it into the arms of an attractive woman.”

“Sir?”

“Madam, I do beg your pardon.” He was doing his best to sit up and his voice was as weak as his efforts. “I cannot think what came over me. Have I been here . . . long?” He put one trembling hand to his head and with Sally’s help managed to sit up, supporting himself on the stone-flagged floor with the other.

Sally scrambled to her feet. She smoothed down her skirt, then lifted a hand to her hair, briskly brushing back several wayward tendrils.

“No, sir, not long. I think you must have fainted but my brother has gone to fetch the cellarman to give you a hand up.”

“That’s extremely good of them and perhaps . . . if you have a stable lad. My horse is at the front.”

“You’ve ridden here on a horse?” He might have admitted to flying in on the wings of a bird she was so astounded. Her tone was biting, telling him he should have had more sense in his condition.

“Yes, I’m afraid I did. A cab would have been more prudent, I know.” He smiled ruefully to reveal excellent teeth.

“Indeed it would,” she answered crisply, giving her full skirt a vigorous twitch to reinforce her disapproval.

“It’s just that I’ve been cooped up for weeks on that bloody ship . . . oh, do forgive me. I have been so long in the company of men my manners have been forgotten. I am so sorry.”

“That’s all right, sir,” she heard herself saying, incredibly, since she did not allow “language” in her taproom. “But don’t try to get up,” as he began an attempt to get to his feet. “I don’t know where Freddy’s got to but he won’t be long and then he and Job will give you a hand. Or perhaps I could . . .”

He looked up at her and smiled weakly. She was no bigger than two pennorth o’ copper, as his old nanny used to say, slender as a wand with a tiny waist and fine-boned wrists, though he did notice that her bosom was pleasingly rounded. He must be feeling better, he told himself, or was it that it was so long since he had seen a woman who was not swathed in a voluminous nurse’s apron he could not help but be aware of this one’s shape? It was not that she was even very pretty though she did smell quite delightful. Some light fragrance that was not sweet but sharp and pleasant, like the sandalwood which came from the vast continent in which he had fought so many battles, not all of them as a soldier.

“I’m heavier than you think, madam, despite a lack of what might be called a decent meal for many months. And then the voyage . . .” He sighed pensively then shook his head as though his thoughts were getting away from him. He fell silent and Sally wondered what he had been about to say.

There was a clatter of hobnailed boots as heavy feet climbed the stone steps from the cellar and two men emerged from behind the bar counter, one big and burly and unsmiling, the other tall, long-boned, slender and as fair as the woman. The relationship between them was very evident. He was smiling cheerfully.

“What’s up, Sal?” he enquired, then, catching sight of the soldier who, despite his own efforts, was still sprawled at Sally’s feet, his smile deepened and a knowing look appeared on his face. Before he could say what was obviously on his mind, Sally spoke tartly.

“This gentleman is not well, Freddy, and we’d be obliged” – unconsciously linking herself to the fallen man – “if you and Job would get him to his feet and into the chair by the fire.”

“Right, Sal.” Freddy’s grin deepened even further and to Sally’s mortification he winked at Job. Job seemed not to notice.

If it was possible, the soldier’s face became even whiter as the two men lifted him and a small moan escaped from between his lips, the bottom one of which he caught in his teeth.

“Be careful, the pair of you,” Sally admonished sharply.

There was a sturdy rocking-chair before the fire with a rush seat and, urged by his sister, Freddy and the cellarman placed the soldier carefully in it.

“There you are, sir, how’s that?” Freddy asked affably, again turning to wink at Job.

They had gone off to their respective tasks, obedient as children to Sally’s orders and she was about to suggest, if he was capable of it, that she and her patient might move to her private sitting-room when there was another interruption.

“We’ve done bedrooms an’ upstairs landin’, Miss Grimshaw,” a voice piped from the back regions of the room and the head of a young woman popped over the bar counter. The head was neatly encased in a snowy white cap so that not a scrap of her hair showed and her face was scrubbed to the colour and polish of a rosy red apple. “Me an’ Bridie was wonderin’ . . .”

The woman’s jaw dropped and her eyes widened dramatically as they ran over the scene in the taproom and again Sally tutted and frowned. Her brows dipped over her eyes which turned in a fraction of a second from a warm, golden glow to a flat brown.

“Never mind wondering, Jane. You know what has to be done as well as I do but before you start go and tell Tim-Pat there’s a horse at the front needs seeing to.”

“A horse?” Jane gasped.

“Yes, you know what a horse is, I believe.”

“Yes, mum, but . . .”

“And when you’ve done that you and Bridie can scrub this floor.” Sally glanced at the man who was slumped in the rocking-chair as though every tiny movement of the rockers was agony to him, and then back at the clock. “You have ten minutes.”

“Nay, we’ll never manage it in ten minutes, Miss Grimshaw.” Jane was clearly appalled.

“Of course you will, but first bring me a brandy.”

“A brandy, mum?” It was plain the maid was becoming seriously confused.

“Please, and on your way close the front door. It’s getting cold in here.”

“Yes, mum.”

“And before you bring your bucket just check that Elly’s taken the pies out of the oven.”

“I don’t know if I can remember all that, mum,” the maid wailed plaintively, dithering from foot to foot as though not sure which direction to take first and Sally sighed.

“Never mind, I’ll get the brandy.” Leaving her charge for a moment she whisked behind the bar, uncorked a bottle which stood on a dresser at the back, poured brandy into a glass and on her way back closed the front door with a graceful kick of her booted foot. Sinking to her knees before the soldier, she put the glass to his lips with the resolute air of someone who would not be argued with.

“Drink,” she commanded him. “Slowly.”

He drank.

“I’m sorry to be so much trouble,” he managed to say between sips, but already a wisp of colour was returning to his face.

“Rubbish. It’s no trouble. Now drink.”

The soldier sipped his brandy, holding the glass himself now, a small smile lifting the corners of his mouth.

“I hope you won’t be offended if I say you remind me of a drill sergeant I knew in India. Are you always this autocratic?”

“I have to be,” she answered crisply, “else they’d all be at sixes and sevens and nothing done.”

“Yes, I can see that. It’s the same in the army. Someone has to take command. Does your family own the inn?” He was recovering now but Sally continued to kneel at his feet, much to the amazement of the two maids who had brought in their buckets and brushes and were preparing to attack the mixed red and blue flagstones at the far end of the room.

“Move that chair, Bridie, you can’t scrub round it,” her mistress told her testily then turned back to the man in the chair. “I’m sorry, you were saying? And drink all that brandy, if you please.” Sally’s voice was firm.

“Oh, I will, I daren’t do otherwise. I was asking if your family own the inn.”

“Yes, my brother’s the publican.”

“But you’re the master.”

Her mouth dropped open in surprise and she sat back on her heels.

“I beg your pardon?”

He smiled and shrugged. “You’ve just admitted it. It’s your voice they listen to.”

And his now, Sally noticed, as the two maids moved steadily across the floor towards them, ears cocked so as not to miss a word.

“Do you feel well enough to walk through to my private sitting-room, sir?” she asked briskly. “Only the customers will be in in a moment and it can get very noisy. You’d be more comfortable there. And from what you tell me it seems you are in need of a proper meal. I’m a good cook,” she told him with a hint of pride in her voice. A touch of pink flushed her cheeks and she smiled, a wide smile which altered her whole face, lighting it from within so that her creamy skin was like porcelain with a candle held behind it.

And her smile was crooked! It was in every way different to the polite, professional smile she bestowed on her customers and, in the past fifteen minutes, on him. One corner of her mouth lifted higher than the other, giving her an elfin look, almost mischievous. Her eyes were golden, like the sun trapped in honey and the soldier marvelled at the change in her.

“There’s a steak and kidney pie with good brown gravy and a decent crust, cabbage mashed with pepper and butter, and potatoes, the vegetables home-grown. And I make a nice custard which I think you might like . . .” you being under the weather, her incredible eyes told him. He was clearly startled, watching her with new interest. “Then, when you’re feeling better we’ll see about getting you home. Do you live nearby?”

He indicated that he did and she nodded her head in a satisfied way.

“Tim-Pat’s taken your animal round to the stables and I think it would be best if you took a cab home. Tim-Pat will ride your animal back for you. That was a nasty fall and . . .”

He smiled wryly and held up one hand as though to ward off a persistent may-fly, careful not to spill the brandy. “Miss Grimshaw . . . it is Miss Grimshaw, is it not? We could have done with your talent for command and organisational skill at Scutari, indeed we could.”

“Scutari?”

“It’s in the Crimea, Miss Grimshaw.”

“Yes, I know where it is. You were in the Crimea, sir?”

“Yes, I was wounded at Inkerman. They nursed me – I caught a fever – then it was decided that as many of the sick and wounded as possible should be sent home. Two hundred and forty-three rank and file. I was one of four officers who, being useless as fighting men, were put in charge of the arrangements. The steamship Cambria arrived in the Mersey yesterday and after seeing that the sick and wounded were comfortably housed in a building adjoining the workhouse I commandeered one of the horses and since my house is close by . . . well, I rather foolishly imagined I could ride there and . . . you know the rest.”

He shrugged, sipping the brandy which slid down in a comforting stream to his stomach where it rested in warm and soothing peace. Perhaps he would have some of Miss Grimshaw’s steak and kidney pie before he set off for home, for it was a long time since there had been anything on his plate which tasted or smelled of anything resembling food. If he could get to his feet with the help of this young woman he might remove his greatcoat. His damned arm was aching like the devil, the pressure of the heavy material rubbing on the half-healed wound which ran from the back of his neck to his elbow.

He sighed and took another sip of brandy. The young woman, Miss Grimshaw, was still at his feet and now that she had lost that ferocious air of a sheepdog herding a flock of reluctant sheep was quite pleasing to look at. Her eyes were the exact shade of the brandy he was drinking and her hair, dragged back from her forehead into an enormous chignon, was a mixture of gold, silver and pale streaked amber, its obvious inclination to curl totally annihilated by a stiff brush and a ruthless hand. It was very pleasant to sit here, relaxed, warm, comfortable and relatively free from pain for the first time in months.

There was a deep silence. The two maids exchanged glances, grimacing since they had never seen their mistress look so . . . so . . . well, in their shared opinion, so witless! She was just kneeling there looking up at the gentleman who was nothing to write home about when all was said and done. He was old, with grey hair and a face on him like a suet dumpling. No, not a dumpling. That implied he was fat and he wasn’t. In fact the army greatcoat he wore looked as though it had been made for someone else and when, at last, he stood up with Miss Grimshaw’s arm to help him, the sword at his belt seemed to drag him lopsided.

Their mistress suddenly became aware that not only were the maids waiting patiently to scrub the bit of floor she and the soldier were standing on but that several fists were hammering at the outside door.

“Good Lord, what are you two doing hanging about with your buckets in your hand when there are customers at the door? And where are Edie and Flo? Go and find them at once. I don’t know, I only have to take my eyes off you for a moment and chaos reigns.”

Bridie, who happened to glance at the soldier as her mistress was speaking, was disconcerted, then reduced to a fit of the giggles when he winked at her.

“And I can see nothing funny in that, Bridie.”

“No, mum, sorry, mum. Shall we let them in?”

Sally turned to the patient figure of the soldier whose manner implied he was waiting for his orders.

“Now then, sir . . .”

“My name is Cooper, Miss Grimshaw. Adam Cooper of Coopers Edge. Late captain of the Lancashire Fusiliers.” He tried for a formal bow, wincing as he did so.

“Cooper? Of Coopers Edge, you said.” Her voice had an almost accusing note in it as though he had deliberately withheld some vital information from her.

“Indeed, you know of my family?”

“Of course, who doesn’t round these parts?”

Even as she spoke she knew she had put her foot in it. His face closed up and his clear eyes froze to chips of blue ice. The words had popped out before she could stop them and she could have bitten her tongue. She had deeply offended him, she could see that, but the irony of it was she had not meant what he obviously thought she did. Certainly his history was well known and a provoking one it was too, with everyone for miles around in a positive ferment of excited fascination when it had happened. At the time she had felt as sorry for him as the rest of the community. She had been a girl of no more than fifteen or so but even then she had had none of the other females’ inclination to gossip.

But it was not the scandal she had referred to when she spoke out, simply that the Coopers were an old Liverpool family of impeccable breeding and were well known, as the Hemingways or the Osbornes were, to them all. From the rigidly clamped line of his mouth and the set of his proud head that was not what he believed.

“Of course.” His voice was hard and he drew himself up, dragging his arm from her supporting hand. “Now, if I may avail myself of your offer to wait in your sitting-room until a cab is called. Thank you, no, please, do not concern yourself about me any further. Go about your duties as though I weren’t here. I will not detain you any further.”

“Will you not have something to eat, Captain Cooper?” she asked him, lifting her own regal head, not caring for his extremely polite but barely concealed arrogance. It was as though he was telling her she was no more than a servant after all and he was sorry he had allowed himself to be involved with her.

“Thank you, no.”

“Very well.”

She turned, her eyes as dark as those of an eagle he had once seen while deer-stalking in the Highlands of Scotland.

“Go about your business,” she snapped at the two maids and they hastily edged away from her.

“Madam, the room, if you please.” He could not wait to be out of her company, it seemed.

“Bridie, show this gentleman to my sitting-room.”

“Yes, mum.”

“Thank you, Miss Grimshaw, I’m obliged.”

“Not at all, Captain Cooper. I hope you are soon recovered.”

She nodded coolly and, lifting her grey skirt an inch or so from the still wet floor, swept from the taproom with the hauteur of a duchess.
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The Grimshaw Arms had been in the hands of the Grimshaw family for forty years. Sally’s grandfather, Ned Grimshaw, having had enough of farming, he told his patient wife, sold his farm and bought himself an inn on the road between Old Swan and Knotty Ash so that, on a fine evening, he could sit in his own bar parlour, drinking the pint of ale he himself had pulled and look out over the land for which he had got a good price, but it had stolen enough of his youth and even his middle years and he fancied taking it easy from now on. He’d earned it. Since he was a lad of six he’d got up at the crack of dawn in all weathers to sow seeds, milk cows, feed hens, plough fields, weed and harrow and harvest and then, at the right season, begin all over again.

And she’d no need to look at him like that, he added petulantly, which was rich really since Alice Grimshaw, once Jordan, knew better than to show anything but blind obedience in the face of what her husband considered to be his rights.

The farm had belonged to old Tom Jordan, Alice’s father, who had become Ned’s father-in-law and it was not until Ned and Alice were wed and the old man six feet under, Alice being his only child, that the farm finally fell into Ned’s eager hands.

“We’ll call it the Grimshaw Arms, Ma,” he told Sally’s grandmother – he could not bring himself to call her by her given name since he had despised her for years – stamping his feet in huge delight, for it would give him great satisfaction to hear his own name on every man’s lips. The Grimshaw Arms, of course, had no actual arms and everyone who patronised the inn knew it, but Ned Grimshaw didn’t give a fig for that. It was customary to name an inn after a local landowner, but Ned didn’t care about that either. This was his place and he’d call it what he damn well liked.

He and his wife had one surviving child, Sally’s father, Ted, the rest of them succumbing to one or other of the many diseases which afflict children in their early years, even well-fed, country children. Edward, they christened him, as all the eldest boys in Ned Grimshaw’s family had been christened since time began and if Edward objected, at the age of twenty, to being torn up from his farming roots and planted in the unfamiliar soil of innkeeping, he did not say so since it did no good with a man as strong-willed as his father.

“Learn to be an innkeeper or go and work on some other man’s farm,” Ned had told him and though Ted Grimshaw had been appalled at the thought of living and working cheek by jowl with his domineering father all day and every day, he chose the inn. It would be his one day, after all, and if this was the only way to get his rightful inheritance he must accept it.

He was always to take the path of least resistance, and his son was the same.

Old Ned had enjoyed his new venture for no more than five years when, his body bloated almost beyond recognition by a life of doing nothing but sitting on his bum and drinking the ale his son pulled for him, fell down dead in his own taproom, at which his son danced a little jig, thanked the good Lord and took himself a wife.

Mary Grimshaw, a doughty woman from a farm up in the wilds of the North Riding of Yorkshire, was plain and quiet but with a talent for cooking and an instinct for home-making, which more than made up for her lack of looks, and in five years she had turned the Grimshaw Arms into a thriving concern famous in the county for its hospitality. Coaches stopped there every day, coming from Manchester, Sheffield, York and from the south, debouching men who were to do business in Liverpool but who preferred the warmth, the comfort, the cleanliness, the good wines and superb food, the welcome to be had at the Grimshaw Arms to the hotels that were available to them in Liverpool. There was a decent hackney service from Old Swan to the stand in Castle Street and in the opinion of many it was well worth the slight inconvenience and the couple of bob it cost for the cab to spend the night at the Grimshaw Arms.

In those days there had been a great hustle and bustle about the place with the stamping of horses’ hooves on the cobbles in the yard, ostlers calling to one another as they thrust baggage into the boot of the coach, the coachman’s cursing, the slamming of doors and clamouring of bugles. The coaches had splendid names like Truth, Daylight and the Lancashire Express, famous coaches which travelled the land at incredible speeds bringing, along with passengers, such sad news as the death of King George IV and the heart-stirring description of the coronation of King William IV. That was how news got about then, messages carried on coaches to every part of the land and everything going into Liverpool was often first heard at the Grimshaw Arms.

The coming of the railway had stopped all that but the inn, having gained its reputation as the best within a thirty-mile radius, though it did not do the business it once had, continued to prosper. Old Grandma Grimshaw died of pneumonia just before Sally was born, joining her husband in whatever place he had gone to. A year later came Violet, Ted and Mary’s second child to survive, and a year after that Freddy who was the last and, thankfully, a son. In the graveyard at Old Swan was a row of tiny graves containing Edward and Sophie, another Edward, Lucy and Emma, born before Sally, each of whom had lived a few sickly months and it was not until Sally had come into the world, even then lustily yelling her displeasure at something she didn’t seem to care for, that Ted and Mary started their family.

From the first Sally Grimshaw was a little madam, everyone agreed on that and had she been a boy would have grown into her grandfather all over again. She had the belief from an early age that there was only one way of doing a thing and that was hers. Since both her parents were easy-going and good-natured, they allowed it, a little in awe of this prodigious infant of theirs who, from the age of five or six liked nothing better than to give the place a good “bottoming”. She could bake a pie, of any sort, sweet or savoury, the pastry melting on the tongue, turn out bread light and crusty, roast a superb game bird or a shoulder of lamb, prepare and cook a full breakfast of bacon, eggs, sausage, mushrooms and kidneys for a dozen travellers without so much as becoming flushed, and her mother, who had taught her all she herself knew, was heard to remark, laughingly, that there’d soon be no need of her!

It was said in jest but in 1839, when Sally was eight years old, Mary Grimshaw died of a cancer in her breast and Sally took her place. She still attended school, of course, since she meant to have a good grasp of all that was needed to take over the running of the inn when it was passed on to her since she was the eldest.

Several years later she was incensed when her pa confessed to her, somewhat apologetically, that the inn and all it contained would go, as was only right, to his son, her brother Freddy.

“But Freddy can’t run this place, Pa,” she declared fiercely. “You know what he’s like. If there’s any way he can get out of work he’ll find it. Set him to a task and walk away and when you look in on him half an hour later he’s vanished, though he’s always got some good excuse. Him and Jacky Norton get up to more mischief than a barrow-load of monkeys and how you can contemplate handing over a thriving business to such a profligate is beyond me.”

That’s how she talked, even at fifteen, using words like “contemplate” and “profligate” which half the men who were regulars in his taproom wouldn’t know the meaning of anyway.

It was time, Ted Grimshaw told himself, that he started to look around for a likely husband for her, there was no question of it, since it was obvious she was ready for marriage. She’d make a good wife and mother, a good manager, since she could make one penny do the work of two and it was really only fair to Freddy, and Freddy’s wife when he had one, that Sally should by then be settled in her own home with a family to order about.

For three years, until his death, Ted Grimshaw did everything but offer a dowry to any suitable lad who would take his self-willed daughter off his hands. Without her being aware of it he put her on display, since she wasn’t a bad-looking lass if she’d relax a bit, asking her to take over in the bar as often as he could without arousing her suspicion. He’d had a couple of nice-looking barmaids in those days, one for the taproom and one for the bar parlour, attending himself to the “snug” which was frequented by the older men and was therefore more peaceful.

They liked to play dominoes in there and Ted played with them, telling Bert or Fred or Tom to help themselves to a pint since they could pull one as well as he could.

Mind you, if Sally found out there’d be fireworks but Sally, in the evenings, was often busy with those who were dining, with the supervision of hot water and clean towels for those who were staying overnight, with the accounts, the menus – she did all the cooking – and apart from her “rounds” which she was foolish enough to do regularly on the hour, scarcely showed her face – unless asked – in the public bars.

It was that tongue of hers that put them off, for what man could contemplate living the rest of his life with a woman who would be at him all day long to take off his shoes, to watch where he put his pint of ale, to give over dropping crumbs on her freshly swept floor and to mind his language?

It made no difference anyway since she showed not a scrap of interest in any of them, the men who were customers at the Grimshaw Arms and in a way Ted could understand it, since she was too clever by half. Violet, his younger daughter, was as good-natured and pliable as his Mary had been. Pretty too, in a pale sort of way and when Arthur Atkinson, who was a clerk at a shipbuilder’s in Birkenhead and had happened to drop into the Grimshaw Arms on his way back from visiting his ma in Prescot, had begun to court her, Ted had despaired. Not because Violet was to marry Arthur but because Sally wasn’t! Why couldn’t Arthur have taken a shine to his older girl? Ted asked himself when Sally, her eyes narrowed, her straight-backed, fine-boned body stiff with outraged resentment, told him she had no intention of allowing her brother to try out any of his knuckle-headed, crack-brained ideas on a business which had prospered due to the practices her mother had begun twenty-odd years ago. Innkeeping was an art. Innkeeping was of vast importance to the travelling public even if the railways had taken some of their trade. An English country inn such as the Grimshaw Arms was not merely a place to sell the traveller, and indeed any customer, on a strictly commercial basis, of course, certain services in life. The Grimshaw Arms and its landlord had an individuality which must be respected. That’s how passionately she felt about it. That’s how she talked about it. The Grimshaw Arms was home-like, making its visitors feel at home, its host, or in her case its hostess, welcoming them as any mistress of a well-run household should.

It was not long after this conversation with her father that he died, taking a chill which attacked his chest and turned to pneumonia just as it had with his mother. That was in 1850, five years ago. Since then Sally, with Freddy’s cheerful but unreliable help, had run the Grimshaw Arms, proud of her talent, her skill, her shrewd business sense which ensured that the inn continued as a successful, profit-making concern.

The strange encounter with the soldier might never have happened as far as Sally Grimshaw was concerned and Bridie nearly had her head snapped off, she said resentfully to Jane, when she mentioned him the following day. She’d only wondered out loud how the poor gentleman was, she complained, and Miss Grimshaw had turned on her as though she had said something nasty.

She was not to know, none of them was, that Sally Grimshaw had spent several hours during the night asking herself the same question. Was he recovered? she wondered. Had he arrived home to warmth and care and a well-cooked, nourishing dinner like the one she had prepared and which he had icily refused? Had they warmed his bed, dressed his wound, put him in a hot bath before a good fire which was what he needed?

Dear God, what was the matter with her? she asked herself, staring wide-eyed at the window. Why should she concern herself with a man who, before yesterday, she had known of only through the scandal which had set the neighbourhood alight eight years ago. Though Coopers Edge was not far away, being situated halfway along Ash Lane which lay just beyond the Grimshaw Arms, in her ramblings about the lanes and meadows she had never once come face to face with him.

Of course, being a soldier, he had been abroad for a good deal of those eight years and besides, was years older than her and even before she was born had gone away to be educated at one of those famous public schools the gentry favoured for their sons. And from there he had gone into the army. India, rumour had it, and what had happened in between, leading up to the scandal several years later, had held little interest for her. Sally Grimshaw had been too busy learning her trade at that time, and, when her pa died, putting what she had learned to good use, to concern herself with what was none of her business and in which, to be truthful, she was not greatly interested.

She fell asleep at last but even then the soldier with the streaked grey hair and gaunt face followed her into her dreams. His incredible blue eyes beseeched her for something and she didn’t know what it was. Nor did she care, she told herself brusquely when she awoke to the sound of the cock crowing at the back of the inn. He had servants by the score up at Coopers Edge to care for him, surely, though it was well known that a house without a mistress soon fell into sloppy ways. Again that was of no interest or concern to her. It was unlikely they would meet again and even if they did his affairs, his health and welfare were nothing to do with Sally Grimshaw.

The heavy frost continued and though trade was slow in the days that followed, Sally found that Captain Cooper’s vivid blue eyes occupied less and less of her thoughts. She read in the newspaper that two of the wounded soldiers brought back from the Crimea on the Cambria had died and that there was to be a special funeral for them which she supposed the captain would attend but she gave it no more thought than that. She had plenty to keep her busy, taking the opportunity to put her girls to a spot of spring cleaning, ignoring the sidelong look Bridie and Jane gave to one another. It was only January, those looks said. Hardly spring, was it? Nevertheless under her sharp-eyed supervision they hefted bedroom furniture from here to there and back again, polishing and scouring until you could have eaten your dinner off the floorboards, even behind the wardrobes, Bridie muttered.

It was the same in the bars and the coffee-room where Edie and Flo were set to similar tasks. The beer engine was a simple, manually operated pump which drew liquor directly from the cellar below to the pump taps. There were two on the counter in the taproom and one each in the bar parlour and the snug. Sally had each one taken to pieces, thoroughly cleaned and put back together again, ignoring Freddy’s grumbles that it had only been done just before Christmas. He recognised that his sister was a skilled publican who knew how to keep her beer looking and tasting good but sometimes, in his opinion, which no one took heed of, she went too bloody far.

He was not to know that the soldier who had collapsed on the taproom floor a few days ago was to blame for it all.

The Grimshaw Arms, though Sally still preferred to call it an inn – much to the hidden amusement of her customers – was in actual fact what was now known as a public house. Alehouse was a term she did not care for since it seemed to bring to mind the beer-houses which had sprung up all over the country, eight hundred in Liverpool alone, twenty-five years ago when the Beer Act had been passed. The Act had freed the trade in the sale of beer which was a good thing, some said, though Sally was none too sure, since it meant a licence was no longer required to brew and sell it, a licence which hitherto had been controlled by the magistrates. Now anyone who paid rates and had the two guineas for the excise licence could brew beer and sell it even in their own dwelling homes. The Grimshaw Arms was very much above such low-class trading. It had a licence to sell spirits, for one thing and had its liquor delivered by whichever brewer Sally – let there be no doubt about it – chose to give her custom to. Her brother was an independent publican, owning the Grimshaw Arms outright and in her clever way Sally Grimshaw, even while her pa was still alive, played off the suppliers against one another in order to obtain the best beer at the lowest prices. Despite the loss of much of its “inn” trade, the Grimshaw Arms had, over the past five years, never once dropped below its annual turnover of one thousand pounds, making a profit of three hundred pounds a year. There were taxes to pay, of course, licence fees, fuel, lamp oil, overheads such as wages, allowances for bad debts and breakages, but Sally Grimshaw’s head for business plus Freddy Grimshaw’s talent as an easy-going, affable landlord made for a good partnership. The inn had been and still was a family business. Freddy, as the publican, decked out in his short, fancy apron, white as the driven snow, naturally, and wearing a single-breasted, bob-tailed coat, could not afford to be over-sensitive – and wasn’t – as he mingled with the customers. He was brash, jolly, ready to crack a joke which often made Sally wince from her position behind the bar counter but she was realistic enough to understand that, within reason, she must allow it. Freddy made sure every man was drinking and was ready to call for Job to help extinguish any dispute which might get out of hand, while Sally, as its landlady, since she was Freddy’s sister, played hostess. She kept a careful eye on the girls who worked in the bars, filling and collecting mugs, and on the board where drinks were marked up to the customers’ “score”. She dealt with men who argued when their credit ran out, allowing none of them another drink after the end of the week if their debt was not paid. They never got the better of her, for there was not one who cared seriously to take on Sally Grimshaw when her curiously golden eyes turned to the muddy brown of wet soil and her rosy lips became two thin white lines. She really didn’t need to speak. A look was enough.

Freddy, as publican, as well as being the inn’s “front” man, was supposed to deal with the brewer when his stock was running low, to check the quality and quantity of the drink when it was delivered and it was up to him to see that his liquor was in a good condition. Hot weather could spoil a cask, or dirty equipment turn the liquor mouldy, but it was taken for granted by the servants that the responsibility for such tasks was in the steady, capable hands of Miss Grimshaw. She was a skilled publican in all but name and it was rarely they turned to the man who employed them when they were in need.

In Grandfather Ned’s day there had been prize fights, dog fights and cock fights at the back of the Grimshaw Arms, but Ted Grimshaw, under pressure from his daughter, it must be said, had reluctantly done away with such fiendish practices even though it lost him some trade.

“Fights bring men from miles around, Sal,” he said in his mild way, “and these men’ll drink in the taproom and the bar parlour, before the fight and afterwards. Fetch a bit o’ cash in, that would.”

“I don’t care, Pa, it’s barbaric and I won’t have it. If it loses custom, though I don’t believe it will, not with our good name, then it’s just too bad. I like to think the Grimshaw Arms is in a class above the alehouses in which such things flourish. The Bull in Knotty Ash attracts a very rough crowd . . . yes, yes, I am aware that many of the young sparks from the gentry frequent such sport but they are not a very large part of our custom and we’d hardly miss them if they stay away. Fighting, whether it’s between men or animals, is a filthy business and I’ll not have it.”

And though Ted Grimshaw was publican and his daughter no more than eighteen at the time, he had concurred and there were no more bare knuckle prize fights in which one man did his best to maul and maim another; no more dog fights in which savage bull terriers tried and often succeeded in tearing one another to pieces; no more cock fights in which blood flowed to the vicious chants of the men who gambled on them.

It was just two weeks later as January gave way to February that Sally put on her sensible winter bonnet and coat and set off to visit her sister over the water. She liked to check up – Freddy’s words, not hers – on Vi and her family, making sure that all was well with them and that no knotty problems might have arisen in the Atkinson household requiring her practical help. Vi was not a good manager, let it be said, at least Sally said it, and Sally’s sound financial common sense could often find small ways in which a shilling or two might be saved. She had guided Vi ever since their mother died, and even before if the truth were told and though Freddy seemed to imply she was interfering she could not simply let her younger sister get into difficulties, of any sort, if she, Sally, could help to avoid it.

Sally Grimshaw was neither obsessed with fashion nor was she oblivious to it. She somehow fell between, choosing good-quality, hard-working materials of a neutral shade and having them made up for her by a seamstress in the village. Often, when she was being fitted, Miss Riley would gently try to tempt Sally to something a shade more frivolous than a plain skirt or bodice in a stark gunmetal grey or a sombre chocolate brown, urging her perhaps to a lighter colour, to a frill or a bow, nothing ostentatious or showy, of course. A touch of white muslin at cuff or collar maybe, or a ruching of pale chiffon beneath the brim of her shallow bonnet, but she would not allow it. She was not pretty, she knew it – Freddy had all the looks in their family – and felt that to titivate herself up as though she were did her no credit, particularly in her work where she came into close contact with so many men. Let her be neat and clean was all she asked.

It was said in the fashion magazines that the speedy influx of fashion and the abundance of cheap, tawdry finery gave a maidservant an opportunity to dress up as grandly as her mistress which, being so, made it almost impossible to recognise working girls when they were in their Sunday best. Gauze bonnets they decked themselves out with, marabou feathers, lace scarves and silk gowns which could now be bought cheaply, while lace-fringed kerchiefs were flourished by those whose parents scarce knew what a pocket handkerchief was.

Today she wore her chocolate brown, a severe day dress of Bedford cord, well fitted to her breast and waist where it was held out in a wide but flexible bell by half a dozen starched white petticoats. She had refused absolutely to wear the new crinoline since it was difficult enough already to accommodate three women behind the bar counter. She moved from crowded taproom to equally crowded bar parlour and snug and coffee-room, not to mention the kitchen and the hazard of manoeuvring the vast, cage-like expanse of a crinoline skirt in such cramped conditions was just not practical.

Her brown three-quarter-length waisted overcoat had pleats at the back and sides from the waist down and was edged with a decent bit of brown fur which was snug about her neck. Her brown bonnet was devoid of all ornament but beneath its brim her glossy hair shone like pale silk.

The cold put pink flags in her cheeks and her eyes glowed in anticipation as she stepped out of the front door and set off up Prescot Lane in the direction of the horse-drawn omnibus stand in Old Swan which ran the length of Liverpool Street, Kensington Road and on to the White Hart in Dale Street.

It was Candlemas Day, 2 February, and Sally smiled as she remembered the old country rhyme her ma used to recite to her.


If Candlemas be fair and bright

Winter will have another flight.

But if Candlemas be clouds and rain

Winter is gone and will not come again.



If it was true then the icy frosts they had known in January were to return, for today it was brilliantly sunny and even mild, the sky an arch of azure blue stretching from horizon to horizon without even the faintest wisp of cloud. Unseasonal gnats danced above the hedgerows and so high she couldn’t see it, a lark sang. Under the hedges violet roots were sending up little green trumpets of new leaves and Sally felt a lift to her spirits, though she couldn’t for the life of her think why. Spring was coming but that had never excited her interest before other than the extra custom the arrival of better weather brought.

It was not often she had an outing so perhaps that was it, though a visit to Vi’s in Birkenhead could hardly be described as such since it was a duty Sally felt obliged to perform. Still, she did enjoy the trip across the river on the ferry and there was something always going on along the streets of Liverpool the nearer you got to the docks. Street musicians would be tootling their penny whistles, banging their drums and tuning their fiddles. Organ-grinders would be rollicking forth their cheerful songs, the gleaming black eyes of the scarlet-jacketed monkey which balanced on the organ-grinder’s shoulder causing her some distress though she didn’t know why. Lumbering bears up on their hind legs, pathetic in their lost dignity, and little dogs with ruffs round their necks jumping through hoops.

Gaiety and music, the cries of street vendors, the crash of horses’ hooves on cobbles as the great Clydesdales drew the brewer’s dray – Bass, it was, which Sally served in her bar – and the refined clip-clip of sleek horses pulling the carriages of the wealthy. A kaleidoscope of colourful sound and movement which never failed to please something in her though she could not have explained what it might be. This was her city, this great, bustling, prosperous seaport and these were her people. Well, some of them, since she would not like to ally herself with the barefooted, filthy urchins who begged on every street corner, nor the sozzled men and women who stumbled out of the beer-houses and gin-shops to fall in the horse droppings in the gutter.

The steam ferry sailed from George’s Pier to Birkenhead every half-hour but though she had just missed one she didn’t mind since the day was so glorious. While she waited for the next she walked along the Marine Parade, feeling the sharp slap of the breeze coming up the estuary in her face.

The parade, with the sliding pewter water on one side and the busy docks on the other, was alive with people as though the brave sunshine and soft air had drawn folk from their winter nests to sample it. Ladies dressed in fashionable bodices adorned with short basques, or a jacket with a waistcoat front attached and the widespread splendour of outrageous crinolines. They wore bonnets and hats, the latest “round hat”, mushroom-shaped, trimmed with ribbon round the crown with floating ends at the back, the hat kept on with ribbons attached under the brim and tied beneath the chin. Shallow bonnets worn at the back of the head like her own, and small dome-shaped parasols of every conceivable shade. They were made from lace and silk and organdy, fringed in black with sticks of ivory or coral, lovely delicate things to protect a lady’s complexion from the damaging rays of the sun but which Sally scorned as frivolous.

In sharp contrast was the motley crowd disembarking from an Irish immigrant boat which had just beaten its way across the channel, up the Mersey and was tied by the dock. It carried a sombre procession of human debris carelessly flung into what they prayed would be a new and better life than the one they had left behind, men, women and children huddled together as though for comfort. Several began to wander this way and that, not at all sure which way to go. Some lucky ones had relatives to meet them and Sally watched as a baby and an old, bewildered grandmother, along with bags and boxes and paper-wrapped packages, were piled into a wheelbarrow and trundled away. A fearful confusion of starving people with nothing behind them but destitution and nothing ahead but an uncertain future which might be worse.

It was a scene of great variety with hundreds of sailing ships moored along the docks, bobbing and curtseying on the tide as though they were moving to some music only they heard. The miles of rigging sang in accompaniment as the breeze plucked at them, like fingers on the strings of a harp. Men whistled and shouted to each other, shifting great boxes and crates as though they were children’s toys, tossing them here and there with careless ease. Dogs barked and slatterns touted for business quite openly as sailors disembarked from ships which had come from every corner of the globe. Sally could smell tar and coffee beans, timber and Indian tea, citrus fruits, camphor and nutmeg. All the aromas which titillate the nostrils – for the most part unnoticed – of the vast multitude of people who lived and worked beside this great stretch of water which led to the sea.

She had gone as far as St Nicholas churchyard, ready to turn back by the flight of steps which led to the parade, when she saw him. His tall figure was almost a foot in height above other men, moving stiffly as though the wound he had received in the Crimea still pained him, and he held his shoulder at an awkward angle.

He had not seen her and for a dreadful moment she panicked. She didn’t even know why. She just felt an urgent desire to turn and run, for God’s sake, she, Sally Grimshaw who was afraid of no one and nothing. She almost did turn and run but that fierce knot of resolution with which she had been born and which had developed inside her since she took over from her ma kept her rooted to the bit of ground she stood on by the marine wall.

He looked better, his awful pallor of two weeks ago almost gone. He was still thin to the point of emaciation, she noted absently, and his good clothes, obviously tailored for him in earlier days, hung on him. He was dressed in an expensive and well-made jacket and tight trousers in a shade of pewter grey and under the jacket he wore a waistcoat of pale lemon. His overcoat, in a shade of grey which was almost black, was unbuttoned and he wore no hat, though it was considered ill-mannered not to do so. His hair, which had been washed, naturally, since last she saw him, gleamed a pure silvery grey in the sunlight.

Walking one on either side of him were two of the prettiest young girls Sally had ever seen.

He stopped, surprised for a moment and the young girls stopped with him, looking up politely into his face as though wondering why he had done so. He did not smile.

“Good-day to you, Captain Cooper,” Sally said calmly, though her heart for some bewildering reason was banging like a drum.

Still he did not smile but then neither did she.

“Good-day, Miss Grimshaw.”

“It seems spring is come,” she went on, amazed by her own ability to speak so impassively.

“Indeed.”

They looked one another in the eye for several seconds, which seemed like hours and hours to Sally, neither of them quite knowing what to do next, both remembering the coldness at the end of their last meeting. Then, recalling the manners which had been bred in him, he drew forward the two young girls.

“May I present my daughters, Leila and Aisha?” he asked her coolly. “Girls, this is Miss Grimshaw.” His voice was curt.

They both curtseyed prettily and inclined their small bonnets.

“Miss Grimshaw,” they piped in unison.

If Miss Grimshaw was diverted by the strangeness of his daughters’ names she did not allow it to show.

Believing that was all that was needed he made as though to move on but Sally Grimshaw was not the kind of woman who allowed herself to be brushed aside like a troublesome midge.

She bowed graciously to the girls. “Good-day to you both and may I ask after your health, Captain Cooper?”

“You may and it is improved, thank you.”

He had had enough of her, it appeared, and his manner said so. Bowing just as graciously but with a frigidity which unnerved her, he took each of his lovely young daughters by the arm in a way that seemed to bewilder them and drew them away along the parade.

When she boarded the ferry for Birkenhead she was surprised to find that the brightness had gone from the day though the sun still shone from a cloudless sky.


3

Vi had put on her usual tea-time spread, the sort she imagined a lady who was a lady would put on, determined to show her sister that she also knew a thing or two about playing the hostess. It made Sally smile inwardly, for whenever she went to visit Vi’s small but trim villa which lay just far enough away from the dock area to be described as being “in the suburbs”, Vi went out of her way to display the refinement being the wife of a clerk had brought her.

It was six years since she and Arthur were married, Vi only seventeen at the time, and in those six years Arthur had become head clerk at the small shipbuilding firm of Brooks Brothers and she had borne and reared four children. Her success as wife of the man she considered to be a professional gentleman, as hostess to the small circle of lower middle-class shipping clerks and bank clerks and the like with whom she and Arthur mixed, and as a mother, had put her, in her own eyes at least, in a position slightly above that of her elder sister who was that pathetic creature, a spinster. A woman who relied on a male relative, their brother Freddy, for a roof over her head, the clothes on her back and every mouthful of food she ate. She took no account of the fact that Sally earned her own living just as efficiently as Arthur did; that she ran the Grimshaw Arms single-handedly, since Freddy could hardly be described as a “partner”; that she had a head on her shoulders that not only equalled Arthur’s but could have easily managed and made more prosperous the firm for which he worked, given the chance. In Violet Atkinson’s opinion a woman’s true vocation was to be a wife and mother, as she was, and because Sally had been unable, or unwilling, to become either she was a failure, to be pitied and held, though Vi would not have admitted it, in some scorn.

Violet had been seven years old when their ma died, a year younger than Sally in age but no more than a toddling infant where grit, grasp and gumption were concerned. Sally, in effect, became Violet’s ma, taking Mary Grimshaw’s place, fitting the cloak of Mary Grimshaw’s authority about her own thin, childish shoulders. She led them all, though they, and she, were not aware of it, through her pa’s grieving, through Freddy and Vi’s bewilderment and on to a place which was as safe and calm as it had been before their ma’s passing. There had been barely a hiccup between the funeral and Sally’s appropriation of the place her ma had occupied; in fact, hadn’t Sally been occupying it, with her ma’s help, naturally, through Ma’s last days? It had all been so easy, so effortless, that Violet and Freddy, and even Pa had scarcely recognised the strength of character, the courage, the sheer bloody-minded need to succeed which had guided Sally from a child of eight years old with her own grief to deal with to become what she had.

As they grew Violet had always felt sorry for Sally. Well, she was as plain as a pikestaff with a sharp tongue on her which could cut bread and soon saw off any chap who took the slightest interest in her, not that many had as far as Vi knew. She was clever, give her her due, but men didn’t want someone clever. They liked a woman who looked up to them, who agreed with whatever they might say, because weren’t they always right? They liked a submissive wife who warmed their slippers and their beds and didn’t look down her nose and smile contemptuously when they aired their masculine opinions as Vi had seen Sally do a hundred times. Sally could cook and clean as well as, if not better than, Violet – who had a skivvy in her kitchen now to do the heavy work anyway – and would have made a decent wife if she’d shaped, but when Vi said so Sally only laughed.

“Why should I spend my days taking orders from a man whose brain is not even half as clever as mine, Vi? I do exactly as I like now, you know that. I run the inn and without me Freddy would let the place go to the devil. If I were to marry, and so far no one has had the courage to ask me” – smiling that whimsical crooked smile which even Vi admitted changed her whole appearance – “I would do just what I’m doing now but at the behest of some man who thinks, because I’m a woman, my mind has not the capacity to reason or make decisions as his does.”

“But you would be married, Sal. You would have a husband and a family of your own,” Vi declared solemnly as though what other state could any woman aspire to?

“Oh, Vi, can you see me dancing attendance on someone like Arthur?”

“What’s wrong with Arthur?” Vi bristled.

“Nothing, I suppose. He’s a good job and is kind to you and the children, which is what he thinks you are but I couldn’t spend my days like you fiddling about with social activities, Church bazaars and afternoon tea and . . . well, whatever you and your friends do with your time. I like being valued for my ability to—”

“So you think I’m not valued, do you?” Violet raised her chin.

“Of course you are.” Sally’s voice was impatient. “But in an entirely different way. I’m only telling you that what suits you and thousands upon thousands of other women wouldn’t do for me. I like my independence too much.”

“You’re no more independent than I am, Sally Grimshaw. You live under Freddy’s roof.”

“I do all the work under Freddy’s roof and if it wasn’t for me there would be no Freddy’s roof. And it’s been the same ever since old Grandfather Ned bought the place.”

“What d’you mean?”

“Who did all the work, Vi, tell me that? It certainly wasn’t him from what I can gather. He just sat about and enjoyed what Grandma’s hard work brought in and then, when they’d gone, Ma took over. Oh, I know Pa worked but it was Ma who made the inn what it is and it’s me who’s carrying it on, not Freddy.”

“Oh, give over.”

“No, it’s true and you know it.”

“Eeh, Sal, you won’t see it, will you?”

“See what?”

“That you and me are in exactly the same boat only you’re dependent on your brother instead of a husband.”

“Never!”

“Suit yourself,” and because they were sisters and had a fondness for one another they would move to another subject, one less thorny. They were at total ends of the spectrum as women, or so Sally would have it, since she saw absolutely no likeness in her busy, fulfilling life to the tedious one Violet lived.

They drank tea that afternoon which Vi’s skivvy, on this occasion called a “parlourmaid”, brought in to them. She was a dumb mountain of a girl dressed up incongruously in a frilled cap and apron and answering to the name of Lizzie. They ate seed cake and coconut macaroons while three of Violet’s well-scrubbed children, Benjamin, Margaret and Amelia, brought down especially for their Aunty Sal’s inspection, sat in a fidgeting row on their mother’s red plush sofa in the minute parlour. In a room above, which Violet grandly called the “nursery”, twelve-month-old Florence slept, one hoped, the peaceful sleep of an infant.

The parlour was so cluttered there was scarcely room to move and Sally watched Lizzie with her heart in her mouth lest the ox-like creature, more at home with a scrub bucket than a tea tray, should trip over one of the many footstools or pouffes that were scattered about. The room had a wooden floor, the centre of it covered by a square, brightly patterned carpet. There was a picture rail from which hung Violet’s innocent taste in “pretty” pictures, some made from shells or dried flowers or needlework, at least two dozen of them and hardly visible behind them was a heavily flocked dark red wallpaper. There was a cast-iron grate in which a small fire burned, for though the day was cold Arthur required Vi to be careful with his money which was why she had so often to resort – reluctantly – to accepting the help and advice Sally could give her in the sorting out of her domestic financial affairs. The grate was guarded by a brass fender and above it was an elaborate mantelshelf along which was fastened a frill of red plush to match the heavy curtains at the window. A vast domed clock, all curlicues and scrollwork, painted figures and colourful birds, ticked sonorously in the centre of it.

The chairs, the tables, the sofa and sideboard were all solid, dark and carved, good stuff, for Arthur liked value for money. Arranged on every small table and indeed on every available surface in the room were glass vases and “fancy goods”. A massive glass dome covered an intricate floral arrangement and another a stuffed bird, with boxes of all sizes trimmed with shells or tassels taking up any space remaining. There were pot ornaments, many of them with royal connections. Prince Albert and Queen Victoria and their charmingly grouped children, for example, with many heroic figures in uniform astride horses, though who they were Violet could not say.

It was a veritable minefield for even the neatest, most dextrous parlourmaid and how the lumbering Lizzie coped with it all was a mystery to Sally. She had two of the best maidservants in Liverpool, picked and trained by herself, but even she would hesitate before letting them loose in her sister’s parlour.

Vi was dressed in what she believed was the height of fashion, a day dress with a dozen flounces down the wide skirt and a tight-sleeved bodice in which strained her plump breasts. It was a vivid green moiré silk trimmed with purple, since bright contrasts in colour were in fashion. She had put on a lot of weight since her marriage and the birth of her four children but her hair, a darker blonde than her brother and sister, was prettily arranged with a centre parting and side ringlets frothing over her ears. It was a style only for the young but then, despite her married state and four children Violet Atkinson was only twenty-three. She had a twist of purple ribbon in her curls, for she had read in the fashion magazines that the “day cap” was no longer the thing among young married women.

“Would you care for another macaroon?” his mother asked five-year-old Benjamin, showing off her gentility and her son’s well-rehearsed manners to this sister of hers who had chosen to live in what Violet called – privately, of course – a public house.

“Yes, please,” lisped the child and it was then that the restrained atmosphere became too much for three-year-old Amelia who flung herself off the sofa and made a play for Prince Albert who stood enticingly on a low occasional table beside the sofa. Lizzie, who had scarcely let out her breath since entering the room lest the movement of her vast bosom disturb something, froze against the sideboard and four-year-old Margaret, who, or so Violet said, was sensitive, began to howl. Benjamin scoffed the macaroon and under cover of the pandemonium whisked two more off the fancy cake plate and tried to cram them into his mouth. Amelia squealed, sounding just like the piglets at the back of the Grimshaw Arms, then clutched at Sally’s skirt, pulling herself to her feet.

“Oh, dear,” Violet said.

“I want anovver cakey, Mama,” Margaret announced petulantly between shrieks. “Benjie’s got anovver cakey and I want one.” And Amelia, who still clung to Sally’s good skirt, Prince Albert clutched to her smocked chest, fell down again and vanished into the folds of the tablecloth.

“Oh, dear,” Violet said again, while Lizzie backed even further against the sideboard as though terrified she was to be blamed for the whole thing.

Sally tutted. “Lord, Vi, can’t you control these children any better than this?” she said tartly. “I don’t know why you drag them in here when you’ve got visitors. Couldn’t that . . . that girl see to them?” nodding in the direction of Lizzie.

“Strange as it may seem, Sally, I thought that you, as their aunt, might like to spend half an hour with them. Forgive me if I was wrong.” Violet was seriously affronted.

Sally sighed. “I do,” she lied, “but now that I have I’m sure we could serve ourselves. They are very young and would be happier in a more . . . relaxed environment.” She knew full well Vi had only fetched Lizzie out of the kitchen to impress herself, which was a bit of a laugh when you pictured the spotless order which reigned in her own household.

“It’s not as easy as that, Sally. Children . . .”

“. . . are children, Vi, and should not be allowed to stir up this . . . this chaos. They are far too young” – and badly brought up, she longed to add – “to be expected to sit through afternoon tea, but if they are you should keep them in their place.”

“It’s easy for you to say, Sal. You’ve none of your own and haven’t the faintest idea how difficult it is to—”

“I know this much, even if I have none of my own. I know naughtiness when I see it.”

“Really, I sometimes wonder . . .”

Sally shook her head in exasperation and without raising her voice turned to Benjamin who had the fingers of both hands in his mouth as though to help in the mastication of the half-chewed macaroons.

“You are an ill-mannered and greedy little boy and if you don’t behave and do exactly as your mother says you will be sent to your room at once. With no tea,” she added.

The boy stared at her, his eyes enormous in his face, not even daring to chew any more. It was not what she had said, since his mother often threatened him with the same punishment, it was the absolute belief that, unlike his mother, his Aunty Sal meant every word.
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