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Chapter One


Right from the start she was known as ‘Crosspatch’. Her real name was Esme Leonard but no one ever called her that.


In the London hospital where she had been born, it was a doctor who observed she should win a medal for grumpiness. The nurses raised their eyebrows but, in all honesty, they agreed. The baby never gurgled but always frowned! And no matter how much they tickled and cooed, her cross little face remained resolutely crumpled.


‘Crosspatch needs her nappy changing!’ they’d call to one another.


‘It’s time for Crosspatch’s bath!’


‘My word,’ they’d laugh, as though it was the funniest thing in the whole wide world, ‘look at the face on that!’


Over time the name was shortened and, like a label on a parcel, it had stuck. To make matters worse, it seemed like Patch was a parcel. Not a fancy one, all done up with shiny paper and ribbons; more of a plain brown one, with paper that has been used several times. The kind of parcel that no one wants to receive and everyone is always passing on.


‘They tell me you are impossible,’ Mr Ringe would say, and her heart would give a little thud.


‘A ruffian.’ Thud. Thud.


‘A wild animal.’ Thud. Thud. Thud.


Mr Ringe was the craggy-faced, somewhat gaunt solicitor in charge of securing Patch a home.


Passed from pillar to post, that was how she saw it. Her mother had run away when she was born; her father had died ages ago of something to do with weak lungs. She couldn’t remember either of them. These were just the plain, hard facts.


Her journey had started in her father’s three-storey house in Kensington, with a nursery at the top and a kitchen at the bottom. She had since been delivered to an aunt in Surrey, a grandmother in Northumberland, an uncle in Essex, and a second-cousin-twice-removed in Islington.


The aunt’s house had been like a palace, with horses and stables and butlers in uniform. The grandmother had lived in less majestic circumstances, but that didn’t stop her endless fussing about manners and etiquette. Then there had been the uncle, who practised a kind of godly austerity in his rambling vicarage. And finally the second-cousin-twice-removed, a most disgruntled individual who lived in a flat in a mansion block with only one maid and a measly allowance.


It was a bit like descending a very long staircase, the advantage being that along the way Patch had acquired an array of skills: she could ride a horse; she knew exactly what cutlery to use at a six-course dinner; she could stretch a chicken to make it last for several meals (the trick was to boil it and serve it with suet pudding); and she could unravel a whole jumper and (with just one extra ball of wool) knit it back together again a size or two larger.


Her downfall were the scrapes she was always getting into, not, she thought, all of her own making.


The aunt’s children – spoiled boys, all three of them – had insisted on calling her ‘No-mama’ and in the end there was nothing to do but punch them. The grandmother had so many rules to remember it made Patch’s head spin, the worst by a mile being, ‘You mustn’t speak unless you are spoken to.’ How on earth could Patch, who always had something to say, manage that? The uncle believed that little girls should only read Bible stories. So of course Patch had been forced to creep into the library at dead of night, frantically tear pages from the forbidden books and devour them in secret.


Unsurprisingly, Patch barely managed more than a few years in each place before being sent back to Mr Ringe.


‘You have been found wanting,’ he would say with an air of profound weariness, ‘yet again.’


On her twelfth birthday the second-cousin-twice-removed declared Patch ‘unmanageable’ because she’d shouted at her in public, comparing her to a gargoyle and calling her a child hater. Patch was sent back to Mr Ringe with a long note full of grievances, ending with the declaration that the second-cousin-twice-removed never, ever wanted to see the child again.


‘Well,’ announced Mr Ringe, pulling despondently at his right ear, which Patch couldn’t help noticing was fractionally larger than his left one, ‘I would’ve preferred a bit more notice. While we await instructions, temporary arrangements will have to be made.’


‘Instructions’ were something Mr Ringe often alluded to. Who made them, or where they came from, was a mystery that was never shared with Patch. Patch stared hard at the solicitor and he stared back. Hard stares were one of her specialities. Mr Ringe blinked first and awarded her one of his historically long sighs. ‘The thing is, young Patch, we have quite run out of relatives.’


It was Meg, the second-cousin-twice-removed’s maid-of-all-work, who came to the rescue. Meg was the sort of person who left little cakes in Patch’s pockets when she was sent to bed without any tea, and, more than a few times, she’d lent Patch her comics. The comics were full of adventure and derring-do – about girls just like Patch, but with better luck, who became top-notch spies or ran away to join the circus.


‘A girl like that, in a home like ours?’ Meg’s mother had said when she had been sent for. Mrs Jenkins didn’t mean to sound rude but she was a practical woman. Life in Lambeth was rough and tumble. She wasn’t sure if this odd little girl would survive.


‘Patch will be fine,’ said Meg firmly. ‘She’s as tough as old boots, aren’t you Patch?’


‘I am,’ Patch agreed, looking down at the lace-up boots peeping out from under her red dress. She clicked the heels together twice and tapped the toes. It was the sort of ‘theatrical gesture’ that would have driven the second-cousin-twice-removed mad. It was true that Patch did have quite fervent theatrical ambitions.


‘And Mum won’t be out of pocket, will she Mr Ringe?’ asked Meg.


‘A stipend will be paid for the girl’s board and lodging,’ concurred the cadaverous gentleman, and Patch saw, quick as lightning, the doubt in Mrs Jenkins’s eyes disappear.


And it had been fine. More than fine.


Patch was adaptable. You had to be if you were a parcel, constantly being passed from pillar to post. Soon she had added to her repertoire of skills: talking pure cockney like she had been born to it, zooming around on one roller skate, which was all the rage, and minding Mrs Jenkins’s youngest – who didn’t seem to have a name; everyone just called it Baby – on one hip like the other girls in the street.


At the Jenkinses’ there wasn’t time to be cross. Even if she had been, they probably wouldn’t have noticed.


Still, Patch was careful not to get too attached. She knew that once ‘instructions’ had been received, a new summons would arrive.


And it did.


Mr Ringe’s brief note, delivered by the postman as Patch was gobbling down her breakfast bread and dripping, hinted that it was time for the parcel to be posted on. And when she arrived at the solicitor’s office later that day, he wasted no time in delivering his news, rapping out the words in a tense staccato.


‘Instructions have been received. You are to go to a friend. A family friend. Teaches at a girls’ school. In Liverpool. Says she’ll take you in. Best you can hope for. Given the circumstances.’


‘Who sends these Instructions?’ asked Patch, her face growing hot. A family friend? Who she’d never heard of? It sounded suspicious. She didn’t trust the idea for one minute.


‘Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies,’ said Mr Ringe at his most infuriating. It was no good arguing; Patch had tried before and always got nowhere. So instead she kicked the solicitor’s desk leg hard and watched a pile of probably very important papers fall with a satisfying thud to the floor. They looked like they had landed in a terrible muddle. Good.


She wanted to shout that she already knew this friend of her mother’s would soon get fed up and pass her on like everyone else. She wanted to tell him that it was probably best if they just let her take care of herself. But instead she put on her crossest face, a scowl of the highest order, just so Mr Ringe didn’t forget who he was dealing with. Then she nodded and squared her shoulders. She would bid farewell to the dear Jenkinses. She would go to Liverpool, to this ‘family friend’. She would try to be a pupil at the school just as proposed.


Because Patch Leonard was brave as well as cross. A survivor, just like the girls in the comics.


And anyway, deep down inside her leather boots her feet were starting to itch.


A train journey. A new city.


A teeny, tiny part of Patch actually quite liked being on the move.
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Chapter Two


On the day of travel, Patch was up early. The train left Euston at eight o’clock sharp, and whatever happened, Mr Ringe had said, she mustn’t be late. Patch wondered what kind of terrible happenings the solicitor might be imagining: fire, floods, plague or perhaps something more ordinary like mumps, which she’d had last year? It had been awful. Her face had swollen up so terribly she’d looked like a hamster and had to be confined to bed for two weeks.


Thankfully, nothing dreadful did happen and when the littlest Jenkins woke her up at dawn, there was just enough time to cram in a slice of bread and jam (a treat instead of dripping, said Mrs Jenkins, because Patch would need ballast for the journey), and after a round of hugs (and a few tears from Meg and Mrs Jenkins) she was off, marching into the grey morning light, lugging her carpet bag along beside her.


The bag weighed a ton and kept thwacking against her legs. It was stuffed to the gills with all her worldly goods: two chemises, two petticoats, her indigo dress, her plaid dress, two smocks, two knitted jumpers and a couple of pairs of black stockings. In the little space that was left, Patch had squeezed in a single roller skate, three issues of her favourite comic, Girls’ Best Friend, and an extremely dog-eared copy of A Little Princess.


The days of hansom cabs were long gone, Mr Ringe had explained. There was no more money for what he called ‘fripperies’. Instead he had provided Patch with a purse containing a few coins, and given her instructions about trams, tickets and trains.


As Patch wended her way towards Westminster Bridge, the day clattered along as though nothing out of the ordinary was happening. The streets were full of carts and coal lorries, rattling and banging; the fruit seller cried out her wares in such thick cockney it sounded like a foreign language; a barrel organ on the corner bashed out its cheerful tune.


At Whitehall, Patch hoisted her bag onto the omnibus and in no time at all arrived at the railway station. She purchased her ticket, spent a few happy minutes listening to the man playing his fiddle by the station entrance, and then, when the guard called ‘all aboard’, leapt onto the Liverpool Lime Street train.


As the train whistled and wailed and left the station in great billowing puffs of steam, Patch dug around in her bag and fished out a copy of Girls’ Best Friend. She’d intended to finish the story she had started the night before, about a ‘boy’ acrobat who suddenly turned out to be a duchess-in-waiting, but she soon became distracted and, instead, glued her forehead to the window and watched as the train sped past the backs of London’s brick houses, a patchwork of parks, the suburbs, and gradually – as the houses petered out and the town became country – fields and woods and ponds.


The journey was a long one, five hours in fact, but Patch was not bored. She didn’t dwell on what might await her in Liverpool. She had trained herself not to think too far ahead. She knew all about disappointment – both her own and being a disappointment to others – so instead she concentrated on enjoying the journey.


The rhythm of the train, the clickety-clack of the engine, the hiss of steam all delighted her. Everywhere she looked there were things to observe: outside, the ever changing landscape, inside, the other passengers. The person opposite her had his face stuck in a newspaper. There were the usual headlines: the King was ill again, this time with bronchitis; a gang called the Fifty Elephants had made off with thousands of pounds worth of jewellery from a department store on Oxford Street; and – Patch leaned forward, suddenly alert – was that her heroine, the Russian ballerina Anna Pavlova? It was!


Patch adored Pavlova. She was said to dance ‘not only for the eye, but also for the soul’. Last year she’d performed at the Palace – the handsomest music hall in the whole of Europe – and of course Patch had begged to go, but the second-cousin-twice-removed had said no. Patch squinted, trying to read the tiny newsprint underneath the ballerina’s picture. Something about arriving in New York to cheering crowds and how in two weeks’ time she was to perform a work specially choreographed for her called The Dying Swan.


Patch flung herself back in her seat and unwrapped the paste sandwiches Mrs Jenkins had packed for her. In the future, she would travel the world just like Anna Pavlova.


She could almost hear the rapturous applause. Show your appreciation for the one and only Patch Leonard!


One day people would adore her too.


* * *


When the train finally pulled into Lime Street Station, Patch was already on her feet, elbowing her way past the other passengers so she could be the first on the platform. For some minutes, she waited there expectantly. Then she walked in pigeon steps up and down the platform to kill some time. After a while, she unfolded the note from Mr Ringe and read it again.




Patch,


You will be met at Lime Street Station by Miss Alice Grey, who forthwith is responsible for your board and education at the Liverpool Institute High School for Girls. You are fortunate indeed to have been offered this opportunity. Do not waste it.


Mr R. Ringe.





Patch crumpled the note up and stuffed it back in her bag. She was used to people not keeping their word. But still . . . Had this Miss Alice Grey decided to discard the parcel before it had even been collected?


Sighing, she picked up her bag, which suddenly seemed to have got a few tons heavier.


There was nothing else for it. She would have to make her own way there.


* * *


The Liverpool Institute High School for Girls was housed in an imposing-looking red-brick building. Patch stopped by the entrance and dropped her bag. She half expected a herd of girls to come rushing out, brandishing straw hats and hockey sticks. But it was deadly quiet. There was not even a whisper of chatter, no bells chimed announcing lessons and the playground was empty, apart from a scuffed tennis ball. Patch stooped to pick up the ball and hurled it hard against the brick wall.


‘Esme Leonard from London!’ cried a stout woman emerging from a door to the side of the building. ‘You found your way here!’ She plucked up the carpet bag as though it was as light as a feather and smiled broadly. ‘I’m Mrs Blakeney, School Housekeeper, pleased to meet you.’


‘I was meant to be met,’ said Patch crossly.


‘That’s as may be,’ said Mrs Blakeney, ‘but I’m afraid Miss Alice had to pop across to Birkenhead on urgent business . . .’ She paused and hefted the carpet bag onto her shoulder. ‘It’s her mother, you know, always calling on the poor soul to do this, that and the other. Anyway, I’ve got the gas lamps on and a fire going, and there’s some bits and pieces set out for luncheon. I expect you’re famished after your journey. Do come this way.’


Patch followed the homely figure up the stairs, along a corridor and up another narrower flight of stairs.


‘Where is everyone?’ she asked. It was so quiet it was like a ghost school.


‘Why, it’s the Easter break! Did no one tell you? Term doesn’t start for two more weeks.’


Miss Alice Grey’s rooms were right at the top of the building. The housekeeper showed Patch to her bedroom first, plonking the carpet bag down on the bed, and then led the way to the parlour. In the early afternoon light, the gas lamps flickered, turning the pale green walls the colour of rosy apples. Two velvet chairs sat either side of the fireplace, and in the grate a small fire burned. It was a perfectly lovely room that promised comfortable, companionable times, but it was the large window that made Patch gasp. It framed a view that stretched right across the city, all the way down to a cluster of masts and funnels on a river even wider than the Thames.


‘The docks,’ Mrs Blakeney explained, as Patch pressed her face against the glass. ‘They call the ships “floating palaces”, on account of them being so grand. They sail all the way across the ocean to the United States of America and back.’


Images of fairy-tale palaces with towers and turrets bobbing about on the sea filled Patch’s head. She had read all about the ocean liners in Meg’s magazines; some of them were as long as the Houses of Parliament, with tier upon tier of decks like wedding cakes, and palm courts, and orchestras, and daily newspapers actually printed at sea.


‘Now here’s your lunch,’ said Mrs Blakeney, indicating a small table on which were set a plate of bread and butter, some slices of ham and cheese, and a wedge of apple pie. ‘Eat up and unpack your things, and Miss Alice will be back for supper.’


After Mrs Blakeney had gone, Patch bolted down some bread and cheese and then took a tour of her surroundings. On Miss Alice’s bookshelf was the exact same edition of A Little Princess that Patch had packed in her bag.


‘Poor soul,’ Mrs Blakeney had said about Miss Alice. But Patch decided she would reserve judgement. Miss Alice had told Mr Ringe that she would meet Patch at the station. She hadn’t.


Opposite the bookshelf was a mantelpiece crammed with colourful postcards, a collection of shells, some dolls-house furniture made out of acorns, and a small package tucked between a bowl of potpourri and a china miniature of Jemima Puddle-duck.


‘For E,’ it said on the front. Patch plucked it up. It wasn’t heavy. It was about the weight of a large conker.


Who was E?


Patch didn’t often get presents. At birthdays, the aunt’s boys got masses, the nursery a frenzy of discarded paper and piles of toys. She traced the outline of the E with her fingertip. Although she thought of herself as a P, strictly speaking she was an E.


Surely there was no harm in having a quick look? A grown-up would be bound to say no, but Patch didn’t often do as she was told.


Quickly, she tore away the wrapping paper. Inside was a small turquoise box. She flipped it open. Nestling on a cushion of crimson velvet was the prettiest ring she had ever seen: a simple gold band set with a pea-sized ruby.


It was too big for any of her fingers but on her thumb it was almost snug.


‘My ring!’ she declared in her deepest, most actressy voice, wafting her hand about so that the dark red stone flashed enticingly. She imagined she was a long-lost heiress, perhaps a duchess, or a princess. ‘At last, I’ve found my ring! Now they’ll know me for who I really am!’


Snapping the empty box shut, she tucked it into the pocket of her red dress for safe keeping. She’d just wear the ring for a few minutes and then wrap it up again and pop it back on the mantelpiece. Still in character, she swept across the parlour and into the little bedroom, where she picked up her carpet bag and tipped the contents out onto the bed.


There was a clatter and a whirr and a second roller skate tumbled out on top of the first one. In an instant, Patch was back in the here and now. The dear Jenkinses must have put an extra one in! No one in Lambeth owned a whole pair of roller skates; they were a luxury, to be shared out.


Patch glanced up at the clock. It was only half past two. She picked up one of the roller skates and spun the wheel. It made a satisfying whirring sound. Was she really expected to hang around indoors all afternoon? This Miss Alice would probably be out for hours. There was plenty of time to go for a spin. Take a closer look at those floating palaces.


Quickly, she buckled the skates on over her boots, and hobbled down the stairs, taking care to cling onto the banister so the skates didn’t suddenly whoosh out from beneath her. Downstairs all was quiet. Good. No sign of Mrs Blakeney. She’d just quietly slip out and be back in a trice.


Outside, Patch whizzed across the playground, dodged the tennis ball, and swept out onto the street. Down she went in the direction of the river, each foot taking its turn to sweep forwards, sweep, swoop, sweep swoop, sweep swoop. When she was skating she forgot about everything. She was Queen of the World: just her, and the speed, and the world rushing by. The skates rattled and whirled, her skirt billowed out behind her, and her arms swung rhythmically from side to side, propelling her forwards.


She didn’t see the bump in the kerb until it was too late, and then she was flying through the air, her arms scrabbling uselessly, and – ouch – she landed with a painful thud on the cobbled pavement.


‘Whooaah!’ someone cried. ‘Would you take a look at that!’
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Chapter Three


Patch didn’t move. For a fleeting moment she wondered if she should just play dead to avoid the embarrassment. But then a face loomed in front of her, a thin face, with a sharp nose and quizzical eyebrows. Patch shut her eyes, but when she opened them again, the face was still there. It belonged to a boy and he looked as though he was about her age.


‘It’s rude to stare,’ said Patch crossly, reaching for a nearby lamp post and hauling herself up. Her elbow hurt and her knee throbbed, but she wasn’t going to let him know that. The boy wore a blue cap and a white kerchief knotted jauntily at his neck. His jersey had some sort of lettering on the front. She squinted at it while he stared unabashedly at her roller skates. It spelled out the word ‘CUNARD’.


‘Well pardon me for caring!’ he said, tearing his eyes away from the skates. His accent was strange. The words seemed to roll off his tongue, as if they were curved.


‘What sort of a voice is that?’ she asked. The words popped out before she could stop them. She didn’t always mean to be rude. She was just curious.


‘Gee. Whaddaya mean what sort of a voice is that?! Didn’t your Mama teach you how to talk nice?’


‘I don’t have a Mama,’ Patch said stiffly. ‘Not that it’s any of your business. The way you speak. It’s peculiar.’


‘Well it ain’t peculiar in New York,’ he said. The way he said it sounded like ‘Noo Yawk’.


‘You’re an American!’ she burst out, her standoffishness evaporating. The boy must have crossed the ocean in one of the floating palaces. ‘Have you come off a ship?’


‘Go to the tawp of the class!’ he laughed and held out his hand. ‘Arturo,’ he said, ‘Turo to my friends. I’m just off the Glorious, or the Glory as we like to call it.’


He pointed at the lettering on his sweater. ‘It’s one of the Cunard liners. Came ashore to find a candy store. I could murder some – whaddaya English call it – tawfee. Know anywhere good?’


‘No,’ said Patch. ‘I don’t know a thing about Liverpool . . . but . . .’ A thought struck her. Here was a chance to find out first-hand about the floating palaces. Were they really as grand as they said they were? And what was it like to be at sea?


Her mind made up, she sat back down on the kerb, and began to unbuckle her right skate. She’d noticed how he admired them. They could be her bargaining tool. ‘I can easily help you find a sweet shop though. Want to share? I’ll take the left one, and you can take the right.’


Turo’s face broke into a grin. ‘I sure do!’


Turo’s feet were a little bigger than hers but, using the tiny key that was taped to the inside of the skate, Patch adjusted it to the right size. When he was ready, they set off, setting a kind of rhythm as they rolled and stepped, rolled and stepped, side by side.


‘Are you here for a holiday then?’ asked Patch politely, thinking how incredibly rich he must be. Although to be honest, he didn’t have the air of a rich person.


‘I’m not on vacation!’ Turo burst out laughing. ‘Do I look like a passenger? Nah, I work on the ship.’


‘Oh!’ Was he a runaway then? She’d been tempted to run away herself several times. The girls and boys in her comics were always scarpering off to sea to seek their fortunes.


‘What kind of work?’ she asked.


‘A bit of everything,’ he said grandly. ‘Scrub and hose down decks, clean portholes, paint cabins, run errands for the stewards, keep the crew’s quarters spick and span. They call me “the boots”.’


Turo glided ahead of her and stuck one leg out behind him, arms outstretched as though he was skating on ice. He was better at skating than anyone in Lambeth. ‘And I mean, SPICK and SPAN,’ he yelled back over his shoulder, ‘’cause the chief steward and the doctor inspect them every single day to check they’re up to scratch.’


‘Aren’t you a bit young to be working at sea?’ asked Patch as she caught up with him.


‘Nope. They take you on at fourteen,’ said Turo, executing a little twirl. He grinned at her, and he seemed as joyful and free as the birds that swooped and soared in the sky above.


‘Are you fourteen?’ asked Patch. She thought he wasn’t. He was a gangly lad, but he didn’t look that old.


‘Not yet,’ admitted Turo. ‘But everyone knows that no one checks.’


‘But what about your family?’


‘Gee, you sure ask a lot of questions!’ said Turo, laughing.


Patch stopped. ‘Well don’t answer them then!’ she said hotly. ‘You can give me back the skate and find the sweet shop on your own for all I care . . .’


‘Hey, no need to chew me out!’ he said, and for a minute Patch thought that she had ruined it because people were always taking offence at her quick temper. But then she saw that he was still smiling, and she grasped at the smile like it was a lifeline and flashed one back.


‘Thing is, there’s an army of us at home, and not enough space and not enough dough,’ he said. ‘You should see us all, squeezed in like sardines in a can. On the ship it’s another story! I have my own bunk, I get tips from the stewards and,’ he patted his stomach, ‘three square meals a day.’


Ignoring the indignant cries from a barrow man, Turo swiped two apples from a fruit stall, rubbed them on his sleeve until they shone and then tossed one back to Patch. She caught it and bit into it; it was crisp and delicious.


If he’d given her an apple, everything must be all right. Maybe he even liked her. She chanced another question.


‘But . . . don’t you miss your family?’


He was doing zigzags now, his skating leg bent, his arms scissoring from side to side.


‘I miss my mama’s macaroni, and my papa telling us stories,’ he said. ‘I miss the smell of it – tomatoes and rosemary and lemon soap. And the sound of the traffic and the horses in the street below, and the taste of bread from Salvatore’s . . . but . . .’ He pirouetted round on his skate and grinned at Patch. ‘I visit ’em every single time the Glory docks! And besides, I couldn’t live without the smell of the sea, the whip of the wind and the toss and turn of the boat . . .’


It sounded like poetry, thought Patch.


‘But. . .’ she paused. Sometimes she asked so many questions people told her to shut up. ‘What about seasickness?’


‘Furgeddaboutit!’ laughed Turo. ‘Captain says anyone struck with it should lie down in the middle of the boat, starve themselves for two days and then drink iced champagne. Pardon my manners. I told you my name but you ain’t told me yours.’
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