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      For Holly Kennedy, 
who had faith in this story.

   
      
      A LINNET IN A GILDED CAGE

      
      A linnet in a gilded cage,
      

      
      A linnet on a bough,

      
      In frosty winter one might doubt

      
      Which bird is luckier now.

      
      But let the trees burst out in leaf,

      
      And nests be on the bough,

      
      Which linnet is the luckier bird,

      
      Oh who could doubt it now?

      
      Christina Rossetti 
Sing-Song: A Nursery Rhyme Book, 1872
      

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      Calcutta, 1839

      
      SMOKING OPIUM IS an art.
      

      
      I look at my tray and its contents – the pipe covered in finely worked silver, the small spirit lamp, the long blunt needle,
         the container of chandu, and my row of pea-size balls of the dark brown paste. My lips are dry. I close my eyes and see it: the opium ball at the
         end of the needle over the flame of the lamp, the bubbling and swelling of that muddy brown until it turns golden. Then catching
         it on the edge of the pipe bowl, using the needle to stretch it into long strings until it is cooked through. Rolling it back
         into shape and pushing it – quickly, for it must be the right consistency – into the bowl. Now holding the bowl close to the
         lamp, the flame licking. I see my lips close around the familiar jade mouthpiece, and then a deep pull, another and another.
         The sound is the steady unbroken rhythm of a heartbeat.
      

      
      I open my eyes, licking my lips. It is early morning. The Indian sun will not reach its zenith for a few more hours; there
         is time, before the copper rays bake and shrink everything, before the servants have to water the tatties and close all the shutters. I look back to my tray.
      

      
      Not yet. I will not take up my pipe yet. I have something to tell you.

      
      Through the open windows I can hear the children’s voices from the garden. I go to watch. David is playing with the dhobi’s son. The child’s game, a seemingly senseless galloping about on long sticks, is played with careless, easy motions as only
         six-year-olds can play. Malti sits on the top step of the verandah. Slowly she waves a horsetail whisk in front of her oval,
         burnished face, wreathed with the pleasure of an ayah watching her beloved charge.
      

      
      The boys romp round the lawn of creeping doob. The bougainvillaea and hibiscus are in scarlet display.
      

      
      I never played as my son does today. At a little older than he is now, I was employed for ten hours a day, six days a week,
         at the bookbinder’s on Harvey Close in Liverpool. I had never felt grass under my bare feet, or heard the song of a bird,
         and only rarely felt the sun’s warmth upon my face. My son will never know the work I did, not the work I started with or
         the work I did later, when I was still a child but no longer young. That part of my life will remain for ever closed to him,
         but not to you.
      

      
      David has stopped, cocking his head as if listening, or puzzled. And then he stoops, reaching beneath the low hedge of plumbago.

      
      He runs back to Malti, his face a portrait of sorrow, his hands cupping a bird. Even from here I recognize its green feathers,
         the brilliant red over its beak. It stirs feebly, but one wing hangs oddly from its body. A small, common bird, the coppersmith
         barbet. Basanta bauri. Only yesterday I heard its familiar pok-pok from the mango trees. David is calling now, his voice thick with emotion. I see the sun-browned texture of his skin, the
         way his long slender thumbs crook tenderly in an attempt to hold on yet not hurt the helpless thing.
      

      
      I think of my own hands when I was young, chapped from the cold wind off the grey Mersey, stained with ink, cheap glue webbing
         between my fingers. And then, not many years later, tainted with that which I couldn’t wash away. Lady Macbeth and her own
         dirty hands. And finally, just before I left my youth and began my voyage, I remember my hands. Nicked with cuts from paper,
         dry from handling books, they appeared clean, so clean, although always, at least in my mind, bearing the smell of too many
         men, of the blood. How, you are wondering, have I come from that place, and arrived here?
      

      
      Beside my opium tray lies the quill and paper I had Malti bring me earlier this morning.

      
      But before I begin to write, a small time to dream. It is my last. I have made this promise before. I have thought it, whispered
         it, spoken it, prayed it. But this time I have sworn on my child’s head, in the darkness before morning, sitting beside David’s
         bed, listening to his shallow, sweet breaths followed by the deep answering exhalations of Malti from her pallet in the corner.
         I crept in, knelt by him, and swore, his thick hair under my pale fingers.
      

      
      I swore that today will be my last dream that is fed by the White Smoke. And without its aid, I fear my dreams will warp into
         the old, familiar nightmare, the one I have tried so long to lose.
      

      
      I close the shutters tightly, darkening the room, and I light the lamp. There is a whir and crackle as a moth comes to life
         and flutters about the soft glow. The noise hurts. I have taken opium for too long; my senses are stretched to a thin wire,
         vibrating in the slightest stimuli – this beat of a moth’s wings, the drop of hot rain on the back of my hand, the unexpected
         confusion of a patterned sari.
      

      
      The opium can no longer make me happy. It simply allows me to carry on. And today, for the last time, it will still my hand,
         my mind, long enough to write what I must. So that my son will know some day. For him, I will write only what is important
         for his future. For you, I will write of it all – part truth, part memory, part nightmare: my life, the one that started so
         long ago, in a place so far from here.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      Liverpool, 1823

      
      I HAD BEEN PUT to work for men by Da in the winter of my eleventh year. He was dissatisfied by the small wage I earned at the bookbindery,
         and had recently been laid off his job at the rope-maker’s for turning up tip one too many times and spoiling the hemp in
         spinning.
      

      
      It was a wet November night when he arrived home with Mr Jacobs. I suppose he met him in one of the public houses: where else
         would he meet anyone? I heard Da say the man’s name over and over, Mr Jacobs this and Mr Jacobs that. One or both of them
         were stumbling, and the knocking into the few pieces of furniture, as well as the loudness of their voices, woke me from my
         sleep in the blankets I laid down behind the coal-box each evening. It was warmer there, close to the fireplace, and I felt
         I had at least a tiny degree of privacy in the one rented room on the second floor of a sagging dwelling off Vauxhall Road,
         in a court on Back Phoebe Anne Street.
      

      
      ‘She’s here somewhere,’ I heard Da say, ‘like a wee mouse, she is, scurrying about,’ and then, before I had a chance to try
         and make sense of why he would be looking for me, I was dragged out of my blankets and into the middle of the low-ceilinged,
         candle-lit room.
      

      
      ‘I thought you said she were eleven.’ Mr Jacobs’s voice was hoarse, the words clipped with impatience.

      
      ‘I told you right, Mr Jacobs. Past eleven, now. Had her birthday well before Michaelmas.’

      
      ‘She’s small. Not much shape to her yet.’

      
      ‘But she has a quim, sir, that you’ll find soon enough. It’s just delicate she is, a delicate slip of a girl. And she’s a
         right pretty lass – you can see that for yourself,’ Da said, pushing back my long hair with calloused hands and pulling me closer to the candle in the middle of the table. ‘Where have you last seen hair like this? Golden and
         rich as summer’s sweetest pear. And, like I told you, she’s pure. You’ll be the first, Mr Jacobs, and a lucky man indeed.’
      

      
      I pulled away from him, my mouth opening and closing in horror. ‘Da! Da, what is it you’re saying? No, Da.’

      
      Mr Jacobs’s thick bottom lip extended in a pout. ‘How do I know you haven’t duped a hundred men before me, you and her?’

      
      ‘You’ll know you’re the first, Mr Jacobs. Of course you’ll know. Tight as a dead man’s fist, you’ll find her.’

      
      I yanked my arm away from Da’s grasp. ‘You can’t make me,’ I said, backing towards the door. ‘You’ll never—’

      
      Mr Jacobs stepped in front of me now. He had only a ring of greying hair, and the top of his head shone greasily in the flickering
         light. There was a cut, crusted over with dried blood, on the bridge of his nose. ‘Quite the little actress, aren’t you?’
         he asked. ‘You can stop all your bluster now. You’ll not get a penny, you nor your father, if I find you’re not what’s been
         promised.’
      

      
      In one stride, Da took my arm again and pulled me into a shadowy corner of the room. ‘Now, girl,’ he wheedled, ‘it’s bound
         to happen some time. And better here, in your own home, than somewhere out in the rain in a doorway. Many a lass helps out
         her family when they’ve fallen on hard times. Why should you be any different?’
      

      
      Of course, I knew that a number of the older girls from the bookbinder’s – as well as those from the sugar refineries, the
         glass-makers and the potteries – worked a few hours now and then on the twisting narrow streets down by the docks to bring
         in extra shillings when money was short at home. But I had always known I was different. I wasn’t like them, I told myself.
         It was in my blood, this difference.
      

      
      ‘Come on now. He’ll pay handsomely.’ Da put his mouth to my ear. I smelt the sourness of his breath. ‘You know we’ve no other
         way, what with me put out of the job. I’ve always looked after you and now it’s your turn to bring something in, something
         more than the few pennies you earn. And it’s no terrible thing. Weren’t I buggered meself, over and over on the ships, when
         I were not much older than you? And it did me no harm, did it?’
      

      
      I backed away again, arms wrapped over my chest. ‘No, Da. Mother would never—’

      
      Da grabbed my upper arms, giving me a rough shake. ‘There’ll be no talk of your mother.’
      

      
      At an impatient snick from Mr Jacobs, Da called over his shoulder, ‘Now, sir, sit yourself there, on the settle, and I’ll
         talk some sense into my lass here.’
      

      
      But of course there was no talk that made sense, only – when I screamed, ‘you can’t make me,’ and tried to run for the door – a knock across my jaw that sent me flying. I felt my cheek hit the damp cold of the floor,
         and then I knew nothing more until I was jarred back to consciousness by hot, urgent breath on my face. My shift was pushed
         up round my waist, and Mr Jacobs’s body was heavy on mine. His rutting scrubbed my back painfully against the splintered wood
         of the settle, and the top of my head banged against the wall with each thrust. The searing inside me was a fresh explosion
         that matched his grunts, and I saw the corresponding throb of the blue vein that ran down his forehead, thick and raised as
         a great worm. Sweat gleamed on his upper lip, even though the fire was out and the room cold as a tomb.
      

      
      But almost worse than the pain and horror of what was happening to me at the mercy of Mr Jacobs was that Da – when I turned
         my head to look for him, hoping he might be moved to come to my rescue – watched from his stool, his face fixed in an expression
         I’d never seen before, one hand busy under the table.
      

      
      I squeezed my eyes shut, and lay limp under Mr Jacobs. I knew I should fight, but was strangely detached. My body burned raw
         at its centre, yet my mind tripped and ran, stumbling away from Mr Jacobs’s pulsing vein and the image of Da, staring. And
         then I heard my mother’s voice, faint but clear. She recited the second stanza of ‘The Green Linnet’, the poem that had been
         her favourite, and from where she had drawn my name:
      

      
      
         One have I mark’d, the happiest guest

         
         In all this covert of the blest:

         
         Hail to Thee, far above the rest

         
         In joy of voice and pinion!

         
         Thou, Linnet! in thy green array,

         
         Presiding Spirit here today,

         
         Dost lead the revels of the May,

         
         And this is thy dominion.

         
      

      
      I heard it in its entirety three times, and just before the start of its fourth repetition Mr Jacobs gave a great shuddering
         groan and lay still until I feared I would be smothered. I wanted my mother’s voice back, for while I listened my body had
         become numb, but now she was gone, and I grew aware of everything with a terrible clarity. I felt the position of my legs,
         splayed impossibly wide, of torn wetness, of pain I had never known or imagined, of Mr Jacobs’s unbearable weight. I heard
         the fretful wail of the baby in the room next door, and Mr Jacobs’s rattly breathing. I smelt the rankness of his flesh. I
         kept my eyes closed so that I saw dark starbursts on my inner lids. It seemed that time had stopped.
      

      
      Finally he moved off and away, but I stayed as I was, eyes shut, unmoving through the rustle of clothing being fastened, the
         exchange of a few words and then the rasp of the door scraping along the floor as it opened and closed.
      

      
      More minutes passed, and I pulled my knees together, my fingers trembling as I pulled down my shift, and, still without opening
         my eyes, lowered myself to the floor and crawled on hands and knees back to my little nest behind the coal-box. The only sounds
         in the room then were my father’s muttered counting, the clink of the coins and the sputter of a dying candle. I lay on my
         side and twisted my blanket round me, knees brought up to my chest and hands tucking my shift into the bleeding, sticky mess
         between my legs, weeping for my mother, even though she’d been dead a whole year, and for what was lost for ever.
      

      
      Later that night, when I lit a candle and washed away the dried blood and spunk from my thighs, I swore that I would never
         again cry over what a man might do to me for I knew it would do no good. No good at all.
      

      
   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      I WAS BORN LINNET Gow, and known as Linny Munt. My Christian name was given to me by my soft, dreamy mother, Frances Gow, thinking of the songbird
         with its twenty-four variations of a note. Munt was the surname of the man who took her in four months before my birth.
      

      
      Ram Munt, the man who sold me that first time – and through the next two years – wasn’t my real da, and not even my step-father,
         for he and my mother had never married. He was, however, the only father I’d known, although I knew he never looked on me
         as his daughter. I was simply Frances’s child, a burden, someone who needed to be fed.
      

      
      Ram Munt had two favourite stories. The first was about his years aboard ship. He’d been little more than a boy, come alone
         to Liverpool from a small village in the north. Looking for a better life, he was caught by a press gang and hauled aboard
         ship for an eight-month voyage. Here he was introduced to sea life in the cruellest way. When the ship returned to Liverpool
         and dropped anchor he tried to run, but was caught by another press gang before he’d even left the docks, and sailed again,
         but by this time he was older and stronger and wouldn’t be bullied. By the time his second voyage was over the sea was in
         his blood, and he worked on board until he had been injured too often by rolling barrels, the cruel, swinging hooks, the sudden
         mishaps on slippery decks, and there were younger, stronger, more agile men than he to be taken on. After that he was hired
         as a spinner at the rope-walk near Williamson Square, his thick, damaged fingers still able to wind the hemp fibres deftly
         together, and walk them down to the end of the room to wrap them round the reel, repeating the process all day. He retained
         his coarse shipboard language and his back bore the scars of many lashings; his hands smelt of pine tar from dipping the ropes
         to make them stronger.
      

      
      His other story was about how he’d come to take in my mother, and he told it more often than his sailing tales, usually late
         on a Saturday night after he’d spent all evening at the Flyhouse or Ma Fenny’s.
      

      
      He’d pull my mother and me out of our bed – she preferred to share a pallet with me, although Ram still called her to him
         a few times a week – and make us sit at the table and listen while he recounted his tale of heroism, of how he’d found my
         mother one wet spring night. With a bully’s thrust of his chest he’d tell us about how he’d discovered her, drenched to the
         skin and wandering in the rain without a penny to her name.
      

      
      Mother kept her head lowered as he told his story. She was always exhausted after her fourteen-hour days at the sewing press
         in the Pinnock Room at the bookbinder’s, surrounded by piles of schoolbooks waiting to be covered: Goldsmith’s England, Mangnall’s Questions, Carpenter’s Spelling and, of course, the towering stacks of Pinnock’s Catechisms.
      

      
      ‘I was never one to turn away a maid in distress,’ Ram would go on. ‘I took her in, didn’t I? Took her in and gave her a meal
         and a fire to warm herself. She might have been proud at one point, aye, but it didn’t take long to persuade her that my roof
         and my bed were a damn sight better than what waited for her out in the streets.’
      

      
      Sometimes he changed the details; in one version he stopped her as she was about to throw herself off the miasmal bank of
         the Mersey into the cold grey water. In another he fought off a band of longshoremen who were trying to force themselves on
         her in the shadow of the old grave dock, where the ships of the slave trade had once been repaired.
      

      
      ‘In due time I even let her use my name, so she didn’t have to carry the shame of a bastard child,’ he’d go on, looking into
         my face. ‘This is where you come from,’ he’d usually add at this point, glaring at me now as if I were about to argue, ‘and
         don’t you forget it. No matter what fancy tales your mother puts into your head, you were born and raised on Back Phoebe Anne
         Street. You’ve the smell of the Mersey in your nostrils, and you’ve been marked by the fish. There can be no mistake about
         the origins of one what bears the mark of the fish. You’re the daughter of a sailor, any fool can see.’
      

      
      He was referring to the birthmark on the soft skin on the underside of my forearm, just above my wrist: a small, slightly
         raised port-wine stain in an elongated oval with two small projections at one end. It did have the shape of a tailed fish, I had to admit, but I didn’t believe it had anything to do with the blood that coursed through
         me.
      

      
      While the man I then called Da ranted this tedious old story I sat, like my mother, impassive, but only because she kept her
         cool thin hand on my arm, her broken thumbnail, rimmed with ink, absently stroking my birthmark. It was so much harder for
         me to sit quietly than it was for her, and I don’t believe it had anything to do with my age. I saw then, young as I was,
         that she had nothing left in her to stand up to him or anyone; she accepted Ram Munt and his rude manners in a way I couldn’t
         understand. I had burned with shame for her and with hatred for him for as long as I could remember.
      

      
      While I struggled with the rage that made my breath quicken, my mother’s face showed nothing as she listened to Ram’s chants.
         Had she always been so accepting, so beaten? Occasionally she tried to elicit pity for him, telling me what damage had been
         done to him as a boy forced aboard those ships. ‘He was beaten daily, and used for the men’s pleasure whenever they felt the
         need,’ she’d said. ‘It hardened him. Try to think of what he might have been like as a boy, as a child called Ramsey,’ she
         said once. But I couldn’t. Nothing would make me lose my hatred of him for how he treated her.
      

      
      After he’d stumbled to bed, when his weekly tirade was done, I’d put my arms round my mother. ‘Never mind him,’ I’d whisper.
         ‘Tell me about Rodney Street again.’ I knew this had been her one shining moment; it was her only story. Her mouth would turn
         up in a faint smile, and she’d tell me the beloved tale, one more time, about her job as a lady’s maid when she came to Liverpool
         from Edinburgh, and her liaison with a fine young man who’d spent one rainy December in the grand Georgian home on Rodney
         Street. Mother said she was sure he was of noble blood: so fine were his features, his back so straight and hands so gentle,
         his manners and way of speaking enough to make her weep just remembering them. His name, she said, was for her only to know,
         and it would do me no good to have knowledge of it. When his visit was over and he’d had to leave Liverpool, he promised he’d
         be back for her by Candlemas or, at the latest, the end of March, Lady Day. He had plans to visit America in May, and he was
         going to take my mother with him. To America, she said.
      

      
      Here my mother’s face would glow softly from within, and she would sit quietly, remembering. But the story had no further
         happiness. The fine young man didn’t come back to Rodney Street, and eventually it was discovered what Frances Gow had been up to. She
         was unceremoniously dismissed, in shame, without a character to ensure her another job, and it was three weeks after this,
         when she was destitute and desperate, that Ram Munt had offered her shelter.
      

      
      ‘I really had no choice, Linny, none at all,’ was the way she always finished. ‘I tried to find him – your father. I went
         back to the house on Rodney Street so many times and stood, hidden in shadows across the street, in case he might come again.
         He’d have had no way to find me, after all. After you were born, I had a chance to talk to the girls in the kitchen, but they
         swore they’d never seen him again. What else could I do, Linny? He never knew about you. If he had, he’d have married me,
         I know,’ my mother said, ‘for he really and truly loved me. There seemed no other way for me, so I did what I had to do.’
         Here she’d look at Da where he lay sprawled, face down across the bed, his snoring a steady, muffled drone.
      

      
      Every few months she’d get down the carved fruitwood box she kept hidden in the back of the dresser. It contained a small
         round mirror backed with ormolu, the Wordsworth book that contained ‘The Green Linnet’ – the poem about my name – and a heart-shaped
         pendant of warm gold. Upon its surface, designed with the tiniest seed pearls, was a bird – my mother told me she thought
         of it as a linnet. In its beak was a branch of miniature green stones that Mother said were emeralds. Ram Munt said they were
         glass.
      

      
      ‘He gave me these things, your father did. The mirror, he said, because he loved to look at my face. The book, because he
         loved to hear my voice as I read aloud. And the pendant, he told me, was his heart to mine,’ she’d say, rubbing her fingers
         over the softly glowing surface. ‘It will be yours one day, Linny. To remember that you may have the smell of the Mersey in
         your nostrils, but it doesn’t run through your blood.’
      

      
      I always nodded and smiled. I listened to that story, over and over, right until the day my mother died, quickly and soundlessly,
         taken by a rapid fever that sucked her already thin body of life. I was well past ten, and had worked alongside her at the
         bookbinder’s since I’d turned six. I had started as a gatherer, collecting the massive piles of sheets sent from the printer
         and running them to where the folders sat at wide tables. Once they had flattened the foldings of each sheet with a small
         ivory or bone knife, the sheets were collated and taken to the sewers. My mother had worked the sewing press, joining the
         groups of sheets with a curious kettle stitch. She could sew two or three thousand sheets a day. Just before she died I had
         moved up to a folder, and owned my own bone-handled knife. If all went as planned I would become a sewer when I reached fourteen.
      

      
      Every Sunday, for the first year after her death, I visited her simple grave in the low-lying area of the cemetery of what
         was known as the Sailors’ Church – for the Mersey flowed right past it at the bottom of Chapel Street. Of course, it was really
         Our Lady and St Nicholas Parish Church. I would stay there for some time, hidden amid the damp, nettle-fringed headstones
         and poorer crosses, my fingers tracing the letters of her name – Frances Gow – carved with shallow strokes into the plain
         wooden cross. I always thought of how Da wouldn’t pay to have the bells rung as she was buried, so there was only a sad pauper’s
         funeral for her, with some of the other sewers from the bookbindery and a few of our neighbours to stand in the cemetery,
         and not even a cup of tea for them afterwards.
      

      
      My mother had deserved more than that, and I hated Da anew, each Sunday, with the memories of how he hadn’t treated her properly
         even in death.
      

      
      On one of these visits, on an afternoon dark with rain, a great black bird watched me from a foot away, its cruel beak jabbing
         the thin grass. I saw its orange, unblinking eye, and shivered. As it rose into the air, with a snapping of wings like wet
         sheets being shaken, I decided I would try to find my father. A child’s dream, surely, but often it is the dream that becomes
         reality, and necessary for hope. I set off further north than I had ever been in the city, up to Mount Pleasant and, by asking
         numerous times, eventually found Rodney Street.
      

      
      It was a long way from Back Phoebe Anne Street but after that, if the weather was clear, I would often go there on Sunday
         to walk up and down the most prestigious street in Liverpool, looking at the Georgian homes with their upper balconies of
         fine wrought iron. I saw girls I knew to be my age, but how different they looked. Back on Vauxhall Road I looked like every
         other girl with my too-short, patched, stained work dress, my scuffed boots, my ragged shawl. The girls here wore beautiful
         dresses and velvet capes. Their stockings were clean and undarned; their shoes gleamed, sometimes with silver buckles. Their hair was tied up with satin ribbons, their skin unmarked, their eyes clear as they gazed right through me. I was nothing,
         a poor girl from down near the docks. No one spoke to me, except one stout matron who pushed past me on the street as I stood
         looking at one of the fine houses. ‘Be on your way, girl,’ she huffed. ‘This is a respectable street. We don’t need your kind
         here.’
      

      
      I ignored her. I didn’t care what she or any of the other people in Mount Pleasant thought of me. I studied each man I saw
         carefully, whether he was walking along the street or riding by on horseback or, if he was visible, through the windows of
         the polished broughams or perched on the seat of a high-wheeled phaeton, looking for the face I saw in my head, one that had
         golden-flecked eyes shaped like mine, that had my own fair hair.
      

      
      I knew what he would look like, for I’d made him as real as my mother’s story.

      
      And at the end of each of those fruitless Sunday afternoons, I’d make my way back towards the lower end of the city. As the
         houses grew smaller and closer together, became miserable, squalid dwellings, I felt the pinch of my own life. The feeling
         was true and alive as the pain in my heels, rubbed raw with boots from the pawnshop grown too small.
      

      
      Surely my mother had been a lady’s maid: didn’t she know how to read and write, and wasn’t her voice gentle, her speech cultured
         – despite the soft Scottish brogue? And she knew the proper way to do things: she insisted that I sit up straight at our simple
         meals, a clean rag spread on my lap, and instructed me on how to hold my knife and fork, to cut small bites, chew slowly and
         discuss pleasant subjects at table. She helped me with my reading, and even spent a few pennies from each of her pay packets
         buying spoiled Pinnock’s Catechisms from the office of the bookbinder’s. She could purchase one of the little sixpenny schoolbooks for a ha’penny if it were
         flawed – the pages put in upside down or the cover marred. This was our secret. Da would never have allowed her to spend money
         on anything as unimportant as a book. I kept them hidden under my pallet, and most evenings, when my mother was asleep and
         Da out, I’d read until I too fell asleep.
      

      
      My favourites were the dozens of volumes in the Friend to Youth series. There were questions and answers on subjects ranging from history to business, geography and poetry. Of course I
         couldn’t be choosy: once, the only new one I had to study for a whole two weeks was A Catechism of Mechanics: An Easy Introduction to the Knowledge of Machinery.
      

      
      My mother also taught me to look people in the face when I spoke to them, and she always corrected my speech: if I spoke like
         the people on the street and in the factories I would never rise above them, ‘and you must get yourself away from here, Linny.
         There’s more than this, more than the street and the work. I can’t bear to think of you never knowing anything else.’
      

      
      Da laughed at her, asked her what she meant about rising above anyone. What did she think she was getting me ready to be?
         Did she imagine I’d become a lady’s maid, as she claimed she had been? ‘She’ll stay at the bookbinder’s with you, a well-respected
         trade, then find someone to marry her, get her away from my table. Let someone else worry about feeding her.’
      

      
      But my mother never stopped planning. It was as if she were determined not to let me forget she hadn’t come from this place,
         and that I must leave it by any means. Dreams of a better life for me seemed to bring her the only moments of happiness she
         knew.
      

      
      ‘She could be a governess, if given a chance. She has a fine way with reading. She would be perfect as a governess,’ she’d
         said, one night at supper. ‘If only she had the proper clothing, she might, through the Church, be sent to the right people.
         It need never be mentioned she’s from off Vauxhall Road. She’s perfected my voice. It could be said she’s come down from Scotland.
         Her background need never . . .’ Her voice trailed off. She had a dull sheen on her brow, and more than once, during the meal
         of bacon crumbled into boiled potatoes – which she didn’t touch – she put her hand to it, then pulled away her fingers and
         looked at them as if in surprise. ‘If she were but given a chance,’ she repeated, the unusual flush on her cheeks growing
         deeper, ‘my girl would do me proud.’ There was a dangerous spark in her eyes and, interpreting it as boldness, I matched it
         with my own, speaking out as I never had before Ram Munt.
      

      
      ‘I know what I’d like to do,’ I said, and my mother turned to me, her mouth in a strained smile, expecting, I’m sure, my agreement
         with her, even though we both knew that a girl from the low end of Liverpool could never pass as a governess. ‘I’d like to
         decorate the books at the printer’s.’
      

      
      The odd smile faded. ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘I’d like to be a finisher, like Mr Broughton in the Extra Finishing shop.’
      

      
      Her face darkened. ‘When have you been up to the third floor?’

      
      ‘The overlooker sometimes sends me up with messages for Mr Broughton. There are beautiful things there.’ I smiled, remembering.
         ‘I’ve seen him laying a book with gold, then stamping it with heated tools. There were ever so many tools – rounds, scrolls,
         diamonds, and all the letters. And Mr Broughton can make whatever design comes out of his head, pressing those hot shapes
         and letters. Oh, think of it! To create such a wondrous—’ I stopped, seeing disappointment on my mother’s face, hearing Ram’s
         snicker.
      

      
      ‘But that’s not a job for a lady,’ my mother said. ‘No woman could ever do that. You know it’s only boys brought in as apprentices
         to the finishers. And of course only men are clever enough for the Extra Finishing. Whatever put that idea into your head?’
      

      
      I couldn’t admit that Mr Broughton had let me experiment more than once in those few moments of stolen time. I had washed
         vellum, and coloured initials, even stamped gold tooling into a ruined piece of calfskin. He seemed to enjoy our clandestine
         activities – quickly showing me this and that, glancing over his shoulder all the while – as much as I did.
      

      
      Da’s snicker had turned to laughter, and he enjoyed himself for a full minute before telling me, as he wiped at his eyes,
         to do what I did best – fill his bowl with more potatoes – and never again to mention such ridiculous ideas as governesses
         or finishers.
      

      
      Later that evening the fever that had toyed with my mother for the last twenty-four hours took a firm grip.

      
      And less than a year after she died, Da brought home Mr Jacobs.

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      AFTER THE VISIT from Mr Jacobs, Ram kept me busy. I never again called him Da; I rarely addressed him at all, but if I did, it was by his
         name. Ram couldn’t bring customers to our second-floor room regularly, afraid that if the landlord got wind of what was going
         on we’d be thrown out or, worse, he would demand a percentage. Instead, after I came home from my ten hours at the bookbinder’s,
         he’d make me change out of my ragged work dress into a clean, childish frock and pinafore he’d bought from the pawnshop. I’d
         plait my hair, put on the straw bonnet with blue ribbons he’d also provided, and then he’d take me to the customers.
      

      
      I never knew how he found the men. They were always old, or so they seemed. And they were men who liked what I was then: a
         small, delicate child, who appeared at the doors of their hotels, lodging- or boarding-houses, my hand held by the short,
         broad, loutish fellow. There were all manner of men. Most had come to Liverpool on business from London or Manchester, from
         Scotland or as far away as Ireland. Some were rough, and some were kind. Some took ages to finish, and others were off almost
         as soon as I lifted my skirt and sat on the edge of the bed or leaned over a table.
      

      
      While I might visit two unknown men on some nights, an hour each – Ram was always waiting to collect the money when their
         time was up – there were regulars who paid for the whole evening. I had a Monday, a Wednesday and a Thursday. These three
         became quite dear to me, really, because they were the kind ones: they would rather see a child smile than cry. With them
         I knew what to expect, and from them I learned about myself.
      

      
      Monday insisted on calling me Ophelia, and always wept after his lacklustre performance; he gave me bags of sweets and stroked
         my hair. He told me about Shakespeare, quoting from his plays and sonnets. Monday said he was a playwright too, like Mr Shakespeare, but could get no recognition. He said that when he’d grown obsessed
         with the need to have his work taken seriously, his wife had left him, taking their young daughter. At this his tears turned
         to deep sobs, and he would shake his head, gazing at me in the rumpled bedding as if it grieved him to have me near him, yet
         he couldn’t keep away. ‘My innocent,’ he’d say, wringing his hands, ‘so innocent, so pure, but one born of a need to understand
         life’s mysteries. You have the desire to make sense of all that’s around you, don’t you?’
      

      
      Wednesday wanted to watch me bathe, and always had a copper hip bath filled with warm water waiting for me in front of a cheery
         fire. After I’d washed all over, soaping my hair with sweet-smelling lavender soap (he brought a new bar each week, and let
         me take home the used one), he’d dry me with thick soft towels, and carry me to the bed. He found his pleasure in looking
         at me and cautiously touching my skin; whether he was unable to perform or ashamed of something beneath the clothing he kept
         tightly buttoned I never knew, but he didn’t mind if I fell asleep. And I usually did: it was difficult to stay awake after
         a full day of work, followed by the warm bath and soft bed, the harmless caresses from hands smooth as kid leather. Wednesday
         was difficult to leave when I heard Ram’s knock.
      

      
      But Thursday was my favourite. He loved to feed me, and after our time in his room, in the beautifully appointed hotel off
         Lord Street, he always took me downstairs to the dining room, shimmering with candelabra, silver salvers and platters polished
         bright as mirrors. The walls, with their elegant muted wallpaper of blue and silver, were lined with oil paintings. There
         were tall windows steamed by the warmth from the generous fires and bodies heated by rich food, plentiful drink and, I suspect,
         thoughts of the upstairs rooms.
      

      
      During our time in the hotel I was instructed to call Thursday Uncle Horace. Did the people at the elaborate front desk, or
         those carrying clean linen and trays of food through the wide halls, or those serving us in the dining room really believe
         me to be his niece? Or did they turn a blind eye to the truth, accepting the lie with polite smiles, subservient bows or curtsies,
         willingly taking the coins Uncle Horace pressed into every hand?
      

      
      Uncle Horace was huge of girth. Although he was quickly and easily fulfilled upstairs, he seemed unable to satisfy his insatiable
         appetite at the table. He ordered mounds of food, with special delicacies for me – capons with sizzling golden skin, turbot with lobster
         sauce, potatoes mashed and swirled into golden-brown domes. He bought me sweet port too. I didn’t care for the taste, but
         loved its beautiful deep ruby colour, which reflected off the fire. Uncle Horace insisted on a table by the fireplace.
      

      
      It was there, in the gracious high-ceilinged dining room, which smelt of roasted meat and caramelized sugar, hair pomade and
         eau-detoilette, wealth and confidence, that I watched and learned all I could of how men and women of his class moved about.
         I studied the ladies at other tables, saw how they dressed, how carefully they dabbed at their lips with their heavy damask
         napkins, heard how their laughter chimed like music. I memorized their language and articulation, which, I now knew, was far
         finer than my mother’s had been. It was easy, a game to play, as I pretended to listen to Uncle Horace talk about his business,
         wealth and opulent home in the city of Dublin. I heard about his childhood in rural Ireland, and how he would sneak out with
         the stableboys on Sunday afternoon for games of hurling. He told me how he’d learned to eat to take away the emptiness when
         his parents left him with the house staff, sometimes for a year at a time, as they travelled the world. He often brought me
         a soft spicy cake filled with currants – barmbrack, he called it – his own childhood favourite. It was baked by the ancient
         cook of his boyhood, still alive and with him in his house in Dublin. The cake would be wrapped in one of his fine linen handkerchiefs,
         and he’d urge me to take it home.
      

      
      ‘Are you really as hungry as you appear?’ he’d asked me once, as I quickly but neatly sucked an oyster from its shell. ‘Or
         do you eat because you know it pleases me?’
      

      
      I’d touched my mouth with my napkin, then put my hands into my lap, choosing my words carefully before I spoke. Had he never
         known hunger? Had he any idea that before I was brought to him I’d spent a full day with my folding knife, my hands cramping
         so badly that it felt as if pebbles had lodged under the skin of my palms? That I had fifteen minutes at midday to visit the
         privy and bolt down the bread and cheese I’d brought with me? ‘I am as I appear, I assure you, Uncle Horace,’ I said, ‘for
         how else could I be anything but hungry with such food put before me, and in the presence of such company?’
      

      
      He’d studied me then. ‘You’re undernourished, that I see. But there’s another kind of hunger, Linny, a hunger for learning,
         for understanding, that I also see on your face.’
      

      
      I raised my glass to my lips, let the crimson liquid touch them, then I returned it to the snowy tablecloth. ‘That may well
         be,’ I answered. ‘Perhaps I have a hunger of the soul itself.’ I was repeating, word for word, what the anaemic young man
         at the table behind me had said only moments earlier. I had no idea what it meant, although of course I knew what a soul was:
         I still faithfully attended the Sunday services at Our Lady and St Nicholas.
      

      
      He laughed then, his hair damp with sweat, pomade melting down his neck, his round face reddened by the port and brandy he’d
         drunk. ‘You’re a clever little minx, I’ll give you that. Come, now, give me your best Irish voice, for I’m feeling a little
         homesick tonight.’
      

      
      I recited a poem, then told him some silly social snippet I’d overheard, mimicking his own Irish cadence, for it came easily
         to me.
      

      
      He nodded, smiling broadly, shaking his head as if he were amazed. ‘Aren’t you a wonder, then? Pure Dublin, it is. It’s as
         if you’ve spent all your young days taking tea on Grafton Street.’ And then he summoned the waiter and ordered a dish of pears
         with cream for me, and brandy pudding with hard sauce for himself, and there was no more tedious talk.
      

      
      I missed spending time with my old friends. At the bookbinder’s I had two whom I’d worked alongside – Minnie and Jane. Minnie
         was a year older than me, Jane a year younger. We had sometimes left the bookbindery together, four hours before our mothers
         were allowed to depart, and had lingered along the streets on the way home, talking – or perhaps pretending – about the fancy
         hats and beaded reticules we would some day own, or what we imagined to be the finest meal in the world. Sometimes we held
         hands, as true friends do.
      

      
      But there was no time for friendship now: I had to rush straight home from work to prepare our plain dinner, eat and change
         before Ram took me out. Minnie and Jane accepted my story that I had to feed my step-father, or face the back of his hand,
         and they still smiled at me often, but I felt the loss of their companionship keenly.
      

      
      I missed the visits to the neighbours too. Some evenings, when the weather was mild, Mother and I had stood out in the court
         with other women and girls who lived in Back Phoebe Anne Street. I would stand beside Mother, who would usually work on a bit of darning
         or sewing. Other women held or nursed their babies, or caught up on their mending, like Mother, and we all watched the younger
         children play their skipping, hopping and stone-tossing games. I listened to the local gossip – who had been seen with whom,
         what arguments had been heard through the thin walls, whose baby was sickening and whose old gran was dying. Although the
         other women were coarser than Mother, most with missing teeth, their cheeks or bottom lips stuffed with chewing tobacco, it
         had still been pleasant to lean against the walls and spend a companionable half-hour before bed.
      

      
      Now I’d pass those women with my head down, following Ram, sure they knew what I was off to do. I often heard whispers and
         mutterings, and knew I was now a regular source of gossip, but no one ever stepped forward to speak to me or ask how I was.
         They knew their place, these women.
      

      
      But I believe it was Mae Scat, from the cellar across the lane, who might have told the Ladies of Righteous Conduct about
         me. Mae had always had a soft spot for my mother and, more than once, had put an arm round her shoulders and given her a warm
         shake when Mother had a thick lip or a swollen eye. Six months before my mother died, Mae Scat had buried her third husband;
         she had six living children, and swore she’d never let another man touch her. She always said she was blessed with a fortune
         in having only sons, and the three oldest, strapping lads all of them, brought home the bread and coffee on which they all
         seemed to exist.
      

      
      From the corner of my eye I had seen Mae Scat watching me as I hurried down the lane after Ram. Her thick bare arms – she
         never wore a shawl, no matter how cold the weather – were crossed over her low bosom as her head turned in my direction. Once
         I heard her exclaim, to no one in particular, ‘It ain’t right. It just ain’t right.’
      

      
      So when the well-dressed woman knocked on our door one warm autumn evening I assumed that Mae Scat had sent her.

      
      ‘Are you Linny Munt?’

      
      I nodded, and my heart began a staccato beat. No one had ever come to our door asking for me before. I was still dressed in
         my stained clothes from the bookbindery; we’d just finished eating and I hadn’t yet changed for my evening work.
      

      
      ‘I’m Mrs Poll, from the Society of Ladies of Righteous Conduct. Could I please come in and have a word?’ she said, her narrow
         shoulders held stiffly in the dim, smelly passage outside our door.
      

      
      I hadn’t opened the door any wider, and now looked over my shoulder at Ram to take my cue from him. Sitting on the settle,
         he stared into the fire as if he hadn’t heard the knock or the low voice.
      

      
      When he made no move to object, I swung open the door, stepped back, and the woman entered. She was dressed severely, with
         a navy bonnet and matching poplin spencer over a lighter blue cambric dress; but although the short jacket and dress were
         plainly cut, they were of superior quality. Instead of a reticule, she carried a large grey cloth bag with a drawstring.
      

      
      ‘How are you this evening, Linny?’ she asked.

      
      I nodded, twisting my hands in my skirt. I was afraid suddenly, although her voice was kind. She wore navy cotton gloves,
         and I thought, for no apparent reason, that she was wise not to wear white ones when she came down to Vauxhall Road.
      

      
      ‘How old are you? I would guess ten.’

      
      ‘I’ve just passed twelve,’ I said. My voice came out as little more than a whisper. I don’t know what I was afraid of: perhaps
         I imagined she would carry me off to the children’s section of the workhouse. I had heard terrible stories of the workhouse.
      

      
      She looked surprised. ‘Twelve. Well, I’ve just come to meet you, and to bring you some information. Is this your father, then?’
         She looked behind me, at Ram, who still hadn’t moved or spoken.
      

      
      I nodded again.

      
      ‘Mr Munt, is it not?’ she called.

      
      Ram answered with a grunt, then rose from the settle. ‘What’s your business with us, since you know our names? Who has set
         you on to us?’
      

      
      ‘I assure you, Mr Munt, that I am not here to make trouble. I’m checking on the well-being of the children in the area.’

      
      I let out my breath slowly. It didn’t appear that she was here to take me away.

      
      ‘Well-being? What do you mean by that?’ Ram demanded.

      
      Mrs Poll licked her lips. I saw that her temples were damp. ‘Making sure they are in good health. Inviting them to partake
         in our Children’s Hour on Sunday afternoons at the church. I have a tract you might enjoy looking at,’ she said, reached into the cloth bag and pulled out a folded paper. ‘There are some lovely drawings.’
      

      
      As I reached for the pamphlet she looked at my bruised wrist: one of my customers had handled it roughly a few days earlier.
         ‘How have you hurt yourself, dear?’ she enquired, glancing at Ram.
      

      
      I put my other hand over it. ‘I – I don’t remember.’ But I looked up at her, wanting her to know that I couldn’t tell her,
         that I dared not. That Ram would punish me if I spoke the truth.
      

      
      ‘Is someone mistreating you?’ she asked, although now she spoke to Ram, and not to me.

      
      Yes, yes, I wanted to cry. Look at me, Mrs Poll. Look at me and understand what Ram makes me do every night.
      

      
      Ram’s voice went up a notch. ‘She only gets wot she deserves if she don’t get on to her chores quick enough. It’s a father’s
         duty to see his daughter brought up right, last time I looked.’
      

      
      Mrs Poll nodded. Although colour now stained her cheeks, her voice remained firm and pleasant. ‘Yes. It is a father’s duty
         to bring his children up, to feed them and make sure they are clothed. And that no harm comes to them. I can assume, then,
         that you are carrying out your fatherly duties?’
      

      
      ‘You’re right,’ Ram answered. ‘I am. Not that it’s your place to check on me. There’s no such part of the law wot tells a
         parent how to treat his child. And the Church has no business interfering.’
      

      
      I bent my head over the tract, skimming the words as Ram blustered. It held a verse of scripture, and announced Sunday afternoon
         classes for the children of the parish. ‘All those who attend will be served a slice of bread with jam at the end of the lesson,’
         I read.
      

      
      ‘And isn’t that a pity, Mr Munt? That prevention of cruelty to children is a moot subject.’

      
      ‘Have you finished, then? My girl here doesn’t have time to dawdle. Give that back, now, Linny,’ Ram told me.

      
      As I handed the tract to her, I asked, ‘There’s bread and jam for all?’

      
      Mrs Poll stepped closer. ‘I see you’re able to read, then, dear.’

      
      ‘Oh, yes,’ I told her. ‘I’ve been reading for a long time.’ And do you hear how well I speak? Can’t you see I shouldn’t be here, Mrs Poll? Can you take me home with you? My thoughts were those of a young child who didn’t understand life.
      

      
      ‘Well, then.’ Her voice held a note of surprise. ‘Would you be interested in assisting in some of our Bible classes for younger children on Sunday afternoons? It’s very simple, really.
         We read a passage to them, sing a verse or two of a hymn and talk about God’s plan for good works and clean living.’ She reached
         out with an unconscious gesture to tuck a stray lock of hair behind my ear, and I felt myself lean into her gloved hand. She
         kept her hand against the side of my head for a moment, and I shut my eyes, remembering my mother’s touch.
      

      
      Yes, I would like that, I thought. I would like that so much. I opened my mouth to say the words, but Ram spoke before I could:
         ‘She ain’t got no time for that business,’ he said. ‘I allow her to get on to church of a Sunday morning, and say her prayers
         over her muvver’s grave, but then she’s to come on home.’
      

      
      ‘It’s only a hour, Mr Munt, and I’m sure Linny would enj—’

      
      ‘As her father, I think I’m a better judge of how Linny should be spending her Sundays,’ he said, standing. ‘Come to think
         of it, I’m the only judge of how my daughter spends her time. That’ll be all, now. And don’t be expecting to see my girl at
         none of yer afternoons.’
      

      
      Mrs Poll moved towards the door at the obvious signal that the visit – if it could be called such – was officially over. ‘Well,
         then, I will bid you a pleasant afternoon, Linny. I’ll look forward to seeing you at least in church next Sunday.’
      

      
      I nodded, sinking my teeth into my bottom lip, wanting to run to her, to put my ink-stained hands on her gloved ones and hold
         on tightly. I knew my life was here, but I wanted to teach Bible stories to little children, and spend an afternoon with ladies
         who wore gloves, and have a piece of bread and jam at the end of it all. I wanted . . . I wanted so much.
      

      
      But I was silent, rooted to the spot.

      
      ‘And good day to you as well, Mr Munt,’ Mrs Poll said then, her pointed chin rising. She opened the door and went out. I heard
         the swish of her hem on each step as she walked downstairs, and wished with all my heart that I could follow her.
      

      
      I knew I would never go to the Bible classes. I knew that neither the Church, nor Mrs Poll nor any of the other Ladies of
         Righteous Conduct could help me. Even if I’d had the courage to tell her about my life, what Ram had said was true. Nobody
         had any business telling a parent how to treat his child, or interfering. Nobody.
      

      
      

      
      I turned thirteen and knew I had grown hard. I knew my mother would not be pleased – not because I was a whore, for that was
         not my fault, but because of my evil ways and my even more evil thoughts.
      

      
      My daily reflections revolved, as I worked at my folding table, around ways to kill Ram Munt. They were varied and usually
         torturous, and invariably involved my bone-handled knife. I also planned the ways I could kill each of the men my father brought
         me to. (Except the weeping, grieving Monday and Thursday’s kindly Uncle Horace. By that time fastidious Wednesday no longer
         came to Liverpool on business; I missed my weekly bath, and had to return to washing myself with tepid water in our dented
         basin.)
      

      
      But the others! To me they were all the same: no matter what bearing they affected, each had the identical fascination of
         ensuring that the worm at the centre of his body grew to a snake, then found a home in which it thrashed and jerked until
         it died, with a final twitch and dribble. Immediately I entered a room where one of these men waited, I would cast my eye
         over the furnishings. I looked for the heavy flower urn that would cave in a skull, or the sharp silver knife on the dinner
         tray that would slice the jugular with one stroke. Of course, these were only fancy pictures that gave me pleasure, although
         I had had to defend myself from my customers.
      

      
      I’d had to resort to kicking and biting to escape those who used force to contort my body into positions it was not made for.
         Once, I had grabbed a heavy silver paperweight and knocked it into the temple of a crippled gentleman bent on cutting the
         palm of my hand so he could taste my blood while receiving pleasure from me. The most frightening incident involved a man
         who wore a hooded cloak and smelt overpoweringly of horse liniment. When he showed me the tools he carried in a leather satchel,
         and I understood the depravity he expected of me, I tried to leave in spite of his grip on my arm. As it tightened, so did
         my resolve not to be subjected to the humiliation he had in store for me. I grabbed the poker from the fireplace and stabbed
         it into his belly. Although I had been forced to use my left hand, it was enough: he dropped my arm, and I escaped.
      

      
      The beatings I took from Ram when I came away empty-handed were slight in comparison to what I’d saved myself from.

      
      But in spite of an unnerving evening here and there, the majority of the men were simple and unimaginative, wanting the most
         basic release from what they saw as their tortured state and, like their desires, my actions were uncomplicated and mindless.
      

      
      To relieve the boredom and unpleasantness of these evening visits I stole any small thing I could find that wouldn’t be immediately
         missed – a silver buttonhook, a tiny brass compass, a teacup, small jug or miniature trinket tray in Liverpool’s favourite
         Fazackerley colours of gaudy red, blue, yellow and green in designs of Chinese lattice fences and flowers. It was easy to
         slip something into a fold of my shawl, or boot, or even under my bonnet when the customer was busy with his clothing after
         my performance. I always sold the objects the next day at the crowded market on Great Charlotte Street on my way home from
         the bookbindery. With a few of the coins I bought boiled sweets and cakes, which I ate before I got home so Ram wouldn’t find
         me out. I didn’t want him to know I was stealing from customers for two reasons: first, because he would take the money from
         the sale of the items; and second, which was more meaningful, because for him to know of it would rob me of that small potency.
         Stealing from the men who took from me made me feel powerful in an adult way: I was not only deceiving the customers, but
         also Ram Munt. The objects themselves were of no importance to me: this new power was the treasure.
      

      
      After buying my sweets I went straight to Armbruster’s Used Goods. The place seemed a graveyard – all these things had once
         belonged to sailors and grandparents, mothers, fathers and their children. There was a nautical section of wood and brass
         compasses, quadrants, spyglasses and ships’ bowls of blue and white china, each painted with its ship’s picture. There were
         dusty shelves of iron coffee mills and discoloured brass warming-pans, bellows, printed tiles carefully prised from fireplaces,
         and one chipped crude Delftware bowl, with ‘Success to ye Prussian Hero, 1769’ in poorly executed black letters. There were
         stale-smelling blankets and stained Welsh flannel, striped and corded black silk handkerchiefs, scraps of faded drugget and
         carpets with a worn track down the centre.
      

      
      And the glass! Row after row of black bottles, emptied of their whisky or medicine, waited alongside rummers on short thick
         stems and decanters of lead crystal with a bluish hue. There was no end of them, each piece more unusual than the next. I
         pictured the boys from the glassworks, with their weeping eyes, damaged by the fumes from the alkali mixing with lime and sand; here were some of their efforts, which sometimes blinded them, being sold for pennies
         in this damp shop. The place and all its contents carried the odour of mould and despair.
      

      
      I passed all these sad remnants of other lives and went straight to the books. On bowed shelves were hodge-podge stacks of
         books with damp-warped, foxed pages, their spines darkened, covers soiled and bubbled. They sold for a penny or two each;
         sometimes an entire collection by one author was marked 5d. I bought book after book, hid them in my bed, and when I had read them either resold or exchanged them for others. Unlike
         the sweets, which were a treat, the books were a necessity.
      

      
      Before my mother died I read from my Pinnock’s Catechism at night for the pleasure of learning. But since Mr Jacobs and the beginning of that life, no matter how exhausted my body
         was when I fell into my own bed afterwards, my mind felt as if it were racing too quickly. Ugliness crammed my brain to the
         point, some nights, when I thought the top of my head might burst open and the evil smells and tastes flood over my pillow
         in a rush of foul liquid. Reading was like a quiet balm spread by a soft hand on the inside of my skull, and I depended on
         it to bring me back to myself before I could fall asleep. I had to wait until the snoring from across the room assured me
         I wouldn’t be found out, and then I would read by a rushlight until my mind was ready to drift. I read all manner of books
         – from Defoe and Swift to Ann Radcliffe and Elizabeth Hamilton, from adventure to romance and memoir.
      

      
      The thefts – and the extras they allowed me – the delicious plans for torture and murder, my charades as a young lady in luxurious
         bedrooms and lavish dining rooms were devised, and served, to make life bearable.
      

      
      I thought, every day, of my mother and her dreams for me. I thought of what she would think of me if she could see me now:
         whore, liar, thief. And I swore to her every Sunday, my hand on her listing cross at Our Lady and St Nicholas, that I would
         be more than this. That I would be more than the Linny Munt I was now. That I would be more than the simpering young women
         who emerged from carriages outside the theatres, wrapped in their furs and feathers. I would be Linny Gow and make her proud.
         I swore it.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER FOUR

      
      THE LAST JOB I did for Ram Munt was six months after my thirteenth birthday. It was a cold wet February evening when he came home grinning,
         with something wrapped in brown paper and tied with string tucked under his arm.
      

      
      ‘It’s a top-paying job I’ve found for you, my girl,’ he said, tossing the package on to an empty chair and motioning with
         his head towards the cauldron hanging over the fire. I filled his bowl with the turnip and carrot soup I’d made. I had stirred
         into it a palmful of mouse droppings I’d gathered from behind the settle. It pleased me to add a special ingredient to Ram’s
         food each night after I’d eaten my share. Some nights it was a trickle from the chamber pot before I emptied it into the gutter
         that ran down the middle of our court; sometimes it was a smear of pigeon mess I’d scraped off the window-ledge; at others
         it was crushed cockroaches.
      

      
      That night I was more weary than usual. One of the gatherers had fainted and I had had to do her job for the hour before she
         recovered, running up and down the stairs with armfuls of paper, and was still expected to have finished all my folding by
         shutting time. All I wanted to do was lie on my pallet, read for ten minutes, then close my eyes.
      

      
      The idea of the evening’s work was overwhelming. I knew there was no point in telling Ram I was too tired. He would never
         hit me in the face – a purple eye and swollen lip were not what my customers wanted to see. Instead, he hurt me in other ways,
         small, sly ways – his knuckles grinding a deep bruise into the small of my back or holding a match against the underside of
         my arm long enough to cause a blister; nothing that would cost me a customer, just enough to make me miserable.
      

      
      ‘We’re moving up in the world, yes, moving up,’ he said, ignoring the spoon I set on the table and picking up the bowl. ‘You’ll
         be working with some of Liverpool’s finest ladies.’ His damp greatcoat steamed by the fire, sending up the smell of wet dog.
      

      
      I stood across from him. ‘Ladies?’ My voice held the faintest note of contempt.

      
      Ram slurped noisily, then hooked a chunk of carrot out of the bowl with his fingers. ‘It’s a party, put on for some gentlemen
         visiting. I heard, down at the Flyhouse, they was looking for a number of the best Liverpool had to offer, not the sailors’
         slags or even them from Paradise Street. “Oh,” I says, “I have exactly what you’re looking for,” I tells ’em. “Just a girl
         and clean as a whistle, hair like silk.” “She has to be yellow-haired,” the fellow says, “only one with the palest of hair
         will do for the special job I have in mind.” “Well, you can’t get much fairer than my girl,” I tells him. “And she’ll do anything
         you please. She’s a good girl, is my Linny,” I tells the young gentleman what appears to be in charge. I told him that, Linny,
         that you’d do anything, and that’s what he’s expecting. So don’t disappoint me. With what you’ll make tonight we might start
         thinking about moving out of here into better lodgings.’ He glanced around the spotless room, then shook the piece of carrot
         at me. ‘If you do well, you’ll be asked for again. This could be the beginning of a new life for us.’ He winked then, popping
         the carrot into his mouth. ‘Only the beginning,’ he repeated, chewing, a piece of brilliant orange caught between his browning
         front teeth.
      

      
      The package contained a green dress of Spitalfields silk with an écru-coloured frill. It was used, bought at the clothes market on Fox Street, and smelt faintly of cold sweat. Before I put it
         on I inspected the seams for fleas. It was last year’s style: I had seen that none of the fashionable ladies on Lord Street
         wore this design any longer. But it clung softly, the fabric smooth against my skin. After I’d changed into it and stood before
         Ram, he nodded appreciatively. I had never before worn a dress with a low-cut bodice, and when I looked down and saw the new
         swell of my breasts, I had to stop myself putting up my hands to cover them.
      

      
      ‘Brush out your hair. No plaits tonight. You have to look your best. Yes, tonight will be special.’

      
      I did as I was told. Then, studying myself in the ormolu mirror from the fruitwood box, I took out the pendant and fastened
         the clasp round my neck. I admired how the gold shone against my skin, how the green stones complemented the green silk of
         the dress. But when I reached for my grey shawl, telling Ram I was ready, he took another look, then shook his head.
      

      
      ‘Take off that cheap trinket,’ he said, his eyes skittering from the pendant to my face and back to the pendant. ‘It spoils
         the look.’
      

      
      I closed my hand around it. It had reminded Ram of my mother. Could he actually feel guilty about what he’s forced me to become? I returned the pendant to the fruitwood box, realizing, with a sudden sharp stab of what I knew to be my own guilt, that
         I should never have thought of wearing it. What a disgrace to my mother’s memory, even to consider putting it on for what
         I’d be doing. I’ll only wear it when I can feel proud of who I am, I told myself, and closed the lid of the fruitwood box
         with a firm click.
      

      
      Ram had hired a cart, and we jerked along the streets, rising high above Liverpool’s maze of lanes, alleys and courts that
         led up from the waterfront. Eventually I saw St Andrews, the Scottish kirk, and knew we were in Mount Pleasant. And then we
         were on the grand street where I had spent so many Sunday afternoons: Rodney Street. We stopped in front of one of the brightly
         lit Georgian houses, with a door wide enough to admit our whole cart, and Ram walked me to it, tucking my hand into his arm
         as if he were a proud father escorting his daughter down the aisle. I knew the exteriors of these houses well from my Sunday
         visits, but had never expected to step inside one.
      

      
      The door was opened by a butler – a middle-aged man in velvet breeches – whose closed face didn’t ask any questions. With
         no flicker of emotion he stepped aside, and as I pulled my arm from Ram’s and hesitantly crossed the threshold, he closed
         the door in Ram’s face. But Ram pushed it open before the latch could engage.
      

      
      ‘I’m to be paid before I leave,’ he said. ‘Payment upon delivery. That was the agreement struck between me and the gentleman.’

      
      I lowered my head and studied the tips of my shoes, brown and scuffed, incongruous against the airiness of the green dress.
         I looked up to see that the butler too was staring at them, a giveaway that no fine dress could disguise.
      

      
      ‘One moment,’ he said, not bothering to disguise his distaste, although his face remained impassive. He attempted to close
         the door again, but this time Ram pushed harder and stepped into the foyer beside me.
      

      
      ‘I’ll wait here,’ he said.
      

      
      The butler turned, back stiff, went up the stairs and disappeared. We stood silently under a chandelier dancing with the light
         of at least thirty candles. A parlourmaid walked past, carrying an urn of dying flowers – they were tall and red, spiky, with
         sharp-looking greenery. I knew they must be something exotic, brought up from London – I’d never seen the like of them before.
      

      
      The parlourmaid glanced at us; her face, like the butler’s, showed no interest or curiosity. From somewhere in the house there
         was a steady rhythmic beat.
      

      
      Within moments the butler reappeared. He descended the stairs at a studied pace.

      
      Ram couldn’t wait to feel the coins in his hand. He hurried over to the butler, meeting him at the bottom step. The man handed
         him something; from my position behind him I couldn’t see what it was. But Ram glanced at it, and then he was brushing past
         me, eyes bright, a tight smile curving his lips. Without a goodbye he left.
      

      
      I turned to the butler.

      
      He looked at me – from my unpinned hair to the hated boots – and as he held out his hand for my wrap I saw something shift
         in him, almost imperceptibly, some softening that disturbed me more than his imperious manner had. He took my shawl gingerly,
         between thumb and first finger as if it were lousy. The parlourmaid reappeared and took it from him, her nose tilted to indicate
         how far beneath her I was.
      

      
      The butler started up the stairs, and I followed. I’d never been in so magnificent a house. I put my hand on the polished
         banister, enjoying its feel.
      

      
      By the time we reached the top of the staircase, the muffled, rhythmic sound I had heard from the foyer was louder and more
         distinct. I could also hear an underlying sound, like someone singing. The beat stopped, and the voice called, then laughed.
         The laughter verged on hysteria. The butler stopped in front of a set of double doors painted a gleaming vermilion. A brass
         handle in the shape of intertwined snakes graced each door. He nodded once at them, then left.
      

      
      Unsure of what was expected, I knocked. I knocked again, and then put my hand on one of the snakes. It was warm to the touch,
         as if responding to the pulse on the other side of the door. Before I had a chance to turn it, the door was opened from the other side. Hot air, scented with perfume and smoke – smoke that was dark
         and sweet – rushed out at me. I stepped back.
      

      
      ‘Oh, look,’ cried the boy who had opened the door. ‘Look, Pompey. It’s a baby girl. And I believe she’s the one.’ I took him
         to be a few years older than me, although it was difficult to be sure.
      

      
      He had brightly painted lips and spots of rouge on his cheeks, and on his head was a tiara of glass beads with a drooping
         ostrich feather. A gown of flowered, diaphanous material floated around him. He put his hands on my shoulders and drew me
         into the room. ‘Do you see, Pompey?’
      

      
      The gaslights on the walls were set low, creating flickering shadows. Large pieces of furniture filled every corner of the
         room: dressers and wardrobes, sofas and chairs sat like hulking dark animals. A very large man came out of one corner. As
         my eyes adjusted I saw that his skin was black, and that he wore only the smallest loincloth and a white turban. He held a
         drum under one arm, and as he walked in my direction, he beat it with his palm, a dull, solemn sound.
      

      
      I looked at the boy.

      
      ‘Don’t be frightened, baby girl,’ he said. His pupils were huge. He waved one hand at the black man, who immediately lowered
         the drum to cover his groin.
      

      
      The boy laughed, and I recognized the note of hysteria I had heard moments earlier. I had assumed then that it was the voice
         of a woman.
      

      
      An unfamiliar, nutty odour filled my nostrils, so strong now that, combined with the wavering shadows in the room, I was suddenly
         giddy. There was something wrong here, something unknown that frightened me.
      

      
      ‘I’m Clancy,’ the boy said. ‘Now, come with me. We’ve been waiting.’ He picked up my hand.

      
      ‘I don’t think—’ I tried to pull away, but Clancy, so willowy and slight, tightened his grip with surprising strength, squeezing
         my fingers until they ached.
      

      
      ‘But of course you mustn’t think. Thinking is such a bore,’ he said. ‘You must only feel.’ He gave a fierce tug, and I was jerked along.
         Following, I saw that he had nothing on under the gown. He led me along the periphery of the room; as we walked, stepping
         around ottomans and low tables, I was wondering how I could escape. It would seem that I could turn and run but for Clancy’s iron grip on my hand. And for the fact that the black man – who must
         be Pompey – had started his sonorous drumming once more, and was now close on my heels.
      

      
      ‘Now,’ Clancy said, ‘we’re here.’ He pulled aside a heavy brocade curtain. Behind it was another door, plain wood, a sharp
         contrast with the rest of the ornate room. There was a brass key in the lock. ‘Go on. It’s unlocked. He’s waiting for you.’
      

      
      ‘Who is he?’ I asked, panic making me pull back again.

      
      But Clancy gave me a look that was suddenly intent, and the silly smile that had been on his lips from the moment I’d first
         seen him now fell away, replaced by something uncertain. His expression was eerily like the one I’d seen on the butler’s face
         less than five minutes earlier.
      

      
      I also realized he was much younger than I had thought; maybe he and I were the same age.

      
      He turned the knob and pushed me through the open doorway.

      
      Here the peculiar smell of the smoke was stronger still, and there was something else, another smell just under the sweetness.
         It was as if something was slowly, delicately rotting, taking its time, enjoying the journey. As the door behind me closed,
         the room fell into complete darkness.
      

      
      ‘Hello?’ I called. It was wrong, so wrong. I wanted nothing more than to flee.

      
      ‘Come in, come in,’ a voice answered. It was a soft, tremulous voice, marred by some affliction.

      
      ‘Is there no light, sir?’ I asked, even more fearful. The voice had not been reassuring. ‘I can’t see a thing.’ I had entered
         so many rooms, had heard so many men’s voices. But at least I had been able to see what was in front of me; although there
         had been too many unpleasant surprises to count, I had never had to stand in the dark, afraid of who or what might make itself
         known to me.
      

      
      There was the long, slow sound of sucking, and I saw a tiny red glow of light from the bowl of a pipe. Then there was the
         sighing release of air and a rustle of movement. The sharp rasp of a flint was followed by a flare of light, and I saw a figure
         crouched in front of a marble fireplace. As the kindling caught and the fire grew, the figure moved away with a shuffling, uncoordinated gait, and sank, with a shallow sigh, into a deep winged chair, whose shadows hid his
         features.
      

      
      ‘Now you must step into the light,’ the man said, ‘and we’ll see if you’re what I’ve been hoping for. It’s so difficult to
         get what one asks for, these days. I’ve been quite disappointed in the selection here in Liverpool. Quite disappointed,’ he
         repeated.
      

      
      I walked to the fireplace and stood in front of it.

      
      ‘Turn your head. I want to see your hair.’

      
      I looked to the left, then to the right, feeling the heat of the fire behind me.

      
      ‘All right, all right.’ The man’s voice had risen a tone, as if excited. What’s wrong with the way he speaks? I wondered. ‘Come here now. We’ll have a lovely drink together, shall we?’
      

      
      I went towards the chair. ‘I’d rather not, sir. What is it you wish me to do?’ I asked, my nose wrinkling at the sour odour,
         which grew stronger as I neared the chair. I’d heard all the usual requests: none surprised me now, but apart from the hooded
         customer I’d never felt so threatened.
      

      
      ‘What is your name, dear?’

      
      ‘Linny.’

      
      ‘Would you spell that, please?’

      
      ‘As it sounds, sir. L-i-n-n-y.’

      
      ‘Is that your true Christian name?’

      
      ‘No. It’s Linnet, like the bird.’

      
      ‘Ah. The little linnet bird. Do you sing sweetly as well, child?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘And yet I think I prefer
         Linny. Linny from Liverpool. I will remember that. Now, I want to touch it,’ he went on. ‘Your hair.’
      

      
      I knelt in front of him, and from my lowered position I could see him in the light from the fire as it danced across his features.
         It was hard to tell how old he was, for his face was dissipated, the eyelids heavy over the protruding, crusty eyes. They
         were unfocused, as if he had just woken; his nose was veined and his lips too wet, too red. His tongue, surprisingly pink,
         darted in and out of his mouth in an uncontrollable flicker.
      

      
      ‘I shall pour you a drink, shall I?’ His fingers strayed to a large brown bottle on a table beside his chair. ‘Have you ever
         been to France, my dear?’
      

      
      I shook my head, trying not to watch his tongue: there was something obscene in its frenzied dance that tripped each word.
         I put my hand under my hair and held it towards him. ‘It’s free of nits, you’ll find, sir, as I—’ Without warning the man’s
         feet, in their dark blue prunella slippers, flew into the air, wheeling furiously. A heel caught me in the face, sending me
         flying on to my side. Holding my cheek, I sat up and stared in shock. The man was slipping down in the chair, on his back
         now and groaning, his legs working as fast as those of the knife sharpener, who pedalled his wheel over on Seel Street. His
         hands gripped the armrests and he cried out in short, jerky bursts of sound.
      

      
      The door opened and the black man stepped into the room, bowing his head so that his turban didn’t touch the lintel. He looked
         down at me, then walked to the chair. As he passed, the tiny loincloth swaying, I saw that his bare foot was more than three
         times the length of my hand.
      

      
      ‘It’s – he’s – I don’t know what’s wrong with him,’ I said. ‘I didn’t do anything.’

      
      Pompey picked up the man, whose legs were slowing now, and held him against his bare chest as easily as if he were a child.

      
      ‘Pompey! Pompey!’ the man cried. ‘Make it leave. Make the pain leave me! Give me my chloral. Hurry. It’s crushing my ribs.’

      
      Pompey lowered him back on to the seat, then picked up the brown bottle. He poured liquid into a small glass, then held the
         man’s quivering mouth, tucking the tongue in with his long-nailed index finger as he poured the liquid down his throat. ‘Soon,
         soon, master. It is almost over,’ he murmured. His voice was deep and heavily accented.
      

      
      The old man’s mouth opened and closed like the beak of a baby bird.

      
      I watched the strange scene, fingering the lump that was rising on my cheek. The thought of performing an act on this horrid
         man made my gorge rise.
      

      
      The man’s body slowed. His spine relaxed, and all that was left in his legs was a slight tremble.

      
      As I got to my knees, Pompey poured from the brown bottle until the glass was half full, then came towards me, holding it
         out. ‘I see you have not drunk yet, Little Mistress. Come. Take this. It is time.’ His voice was even softer now, little more
         than a whisper.
      

      
      I shook my head, staring at his face. He had marks, I saw, wide, raised marks that were even darker than the rest of his skin,
         running straight down both cheeks. He had no eyelashes.
      

      
      ‘It will not happen again – his attack – this night,’ he said. ‘He will have no more pain, and you have nothing to fear.’
         I wanted to believe the soothing voice, but I couldn’t.
      

      
      I glanced round Pompey to the man’s now still form in the chair. ‘What am I expected to . . . What does he want?’ I whispered,
         having to tip my head back to look up into Pompey’s face.
      

      
      His gaze rested on my swelling cheek as he held out the glass. ‘Just stay quiet. Do not upset him. Drink this now, please.’

      
      ‘What is it?’ I asked, eyeing the colourless liquid. ‘I don’t take spirits.’

      
      ‘It will go better for you. Drink, Little Mistress,’ he said.

      
      I put my hand against the glass, saying, ‘No, I said I—’ but in one swift move Pompey had seized my jaw and forced open my
         lips in the same way he had with the old man. The liquid went down in a flaming rush, and I choked and coughed as Pompey let
         go of me. I swallowed, licking my lips, but there was only the faint whisper of sweetness.
      

      
      ‘It is better this way,’ Pompey repeated, setting the glass on the table and moving towards the door.

      
      ‘But what’s wrong with him?’

      
      Pompey opened the door and stepped through. ‘It is called the French Welcome by some,’ he said, and stopped. I leaned forward
         to hear what he would say next. ‘Although most are more familiar with it as syphilis.’
      

      
      He closed the door firmly, and I heard the turn of the brass key.

   
      
      CHAPTER FIVE

      
      I SAT IN FRONT of the fire on the carpet, which swirled with rich jewel tones. I knew the sailors often carried diseases. I tried to think
         if I’d heard of the French Welcome, or the other word that sounded like the hissing of a snake. I was suddenly sleepy, my
         eyelids so heavy that I had to struggle to keep them open. Finally I lowered myself so that I was lying on my side, my back
         to the fire, head resting comfortably on my curled arm. The throbbing in my cheek had disappeared; there was no pain, just
         a lovely sleepy floating sensation. The man appeared to sleep as well, breathing heavily and noisily. His tongue was also
         at rest; a thick line of dried saliva crusted on his bottom lip. In the outer room Clancy was again singing to Pompey’s drumming,
         but the sound blended into a continuous murmur that was something I couldn’t recognize but inexplicably loved.
      

      
      I let my eyes close, the song, the rhythm of the man’s breathing and the comforting heat of the flames lulling me. And then
         I was dreaming, strange and somehow dark, uneasy dreams. Soon the dark was banished; the sun came out, shining with an unfamiliar
         brittle light that hurt my closed eyes. In the dream my eyes stayed shut, and yet I could see perfectly. I was on Salthouse
         Dock, walking towards the water. Gulls flew overhead with mewling cries as their wings snapped in the sunlight. They swung
         and dipped, swung and dipped, finally flying so low that I felt the warm flutter of their wings against my eyelids, my cheeks.
         One came right up to my head: its beak, pointed and sharp, snapped in my ear. I was afraid: I wanted to get away from the
         mechanical clacking of the beak. I ran, but the gull chased me to the end of the pier, its cries louder now as it tried to
         peck me with that awful horny projection. When I could run no further I looked down at the murky water. The beak came closer.
         There was no choice. I jumped, and as I fell towards the water, I saw, just under the surface, my mother’s face, white and still, eyeless, her hair floating round her head like seaweed.
      

      
      I gasped, opening my eyes.

      
      The man knelt over me, large shears in his hand. They gleamed silver with gold handles. Strands of my hair were in the blades.
         His eyes glittered and his breathing was raspy. Excited, vibrating trills rose from his throat, and his tongue was even more
         frenetic than it had been earlier. ‘Ah!’ he exclaimed, in a pleased way, studying my face as I blinked, trying to clear my
         vision and understand what I was seeing.
      

      
      I struggled to rise but he pressed me down. ‘Stay still, my girl, stay still. I’m not done,’ he said, around the slippery
         tongue. ‘I had thought you dead, but it’s much more pleasant with one so warm and pliant.’ He laughed in delight, as if surprised
         by this.
      

      
      Striking at him with my arm, pushing him away, for he was little more than a ghost of a man, I got to my feet. The room was
         brightly lit now by the gaslights on the walls, and the lamps on the tables had been turned high. I reached upward, dully
         fingering the short, soft tufts, all that was left on my shorn scalp. ‘What have you done?’ I cried, my voice muffled as if
         I were speaking through a pillow. ‘Why have you cut off my hair?’ It took me a long time to get out each of the two sentences.
      

      
      I looked at the long strands, gleaming on the vibrant carpet. Still kneeling, the man lifted one and ran it across his face,
         where it caught on the gummy surface of his tongue. He laughed again, pointing behind me, and now I recognized the cackle
         of the gull.
      

      
      I turned in the direction of his finger, unable to move quickly, although my instincts screamed at me, again, to run, escape.
         I saw a tall standing trunk, opened vertically. Shelves lined one side, and on them were large jars.
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