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CHAPTER 1

It was a gray, late afternoon in the melancholy autumn of 1861. Thick fog had seeped up from the docks to spread all over the great city of London. In the mean, twisted streets close by the docks where the families of seamen and shipbuilders lived, the yellowish cloud was at its thickest. Already both pedestrians and vehicles were having difficulty getting about the area, and most of the public houses had lit up their windows. Gas lamps on street corners glowed bleakly in the fog and could be seen only a short distance.

In a ramshackle, two-story wooden house in one of the streets near the Gregg and Kerr Shipyard a young woman was busy at the kitchen stove. Becky Lee, an attractive, golden-haired girl with large, wistful blue eyes and an oval face. She wore a pert cap and apron over a dark dress as she opened the door of the oven to check on the progress of a kidney pie which she had prepared.

The aromatic odor of it satisfied her that all was well. The kidney pie would be ready when her father arrived home shortly from his work as a laborer in the nearby shipyard. Since the death of her mother a year earlier, the nineteen-year-old Becky had taken charge of cooking the meals and looking after the meagre flat in which they lived. Her sister, Peg, only a year younger, was a lively, rather vacant-minded redhead with a pretty face of a milk complexion dotted with a charming array of freckles. Peg had never been as interested in studies or housework as her older sister. Instead, she spent much of the time mooning over herself in the small mirror above the dresser in the bedroom which she shared with Becky.

“I want to marry a rich man and live in a big house,” she’d often confided to Becky as she stood by the mirror. And looking into it with a satisfied smile, she’d added, “And my beauty will make it easy!”

“Don’t be all that sure!” Becky had warned her. Becky was the realistic and hard-headed one. Her father had much the same easy-going dreamer’s personality of his younger daughter. He had once aspired to being a shopkeeper, but he hadn’t the talent for it. He had wound up a common laborer in the great Gregg and Kerr shipyard. “You’re full of dreams like our Dad, but like him you haven’t the ambition and drive to see them through!”

Peg showed indignation at this time. The pretty girl grimaced and flounced her shoulder-length auburn curls. “You’re jealous of me, I do believe! You’re afraid I might marry better than you!”

She would then laugh. “That’s the last thing I worry about.” Then she’d go on to tell Peg, “You need guidance. Perhaps a good, steady boy like Bob Reeves!”

This would cause Peg to indignantly inform her that she would not be satisfied with poor Bob, who worked side by side with her father and had a widowed mother and several younger brothers to help support. He lived in the same street of small, ancient houses and twisting cobblestones. Perhaps because he’d shown more interest in Becky than Peg, the younger girl always spurned the idea of his showing interest in her.

On this grim afternoon with the aroma of the kidney pie following her into the sparsley furnished parlor of the flat, Becky came upon Peg seated in the one armchair they owned reading a tattered copy of the London Illustrated News which she had spread on her lap.

Becky reminded the younger girl, “Time for you to be getting the plates on the table! Dad will soon be back from the yard!”

Peg glanced up at her indignantly. “Plenty of time for that! I’m reading the story of the Prince Consort’s death! Real sad it is! Victoria’s taking it badly!”

Becky’s pretty face showed impatience. “We’ve enough misery here on Blade Street without having to get so worked up over the Royal Family!”

Peg stood up and stared at her in a shocked fashion. “Why that’s almost unpatriotic of you! And unkind as well!”

“I don’t mean to be unkind,” she said. “But I do think too much is being made of Prince Albert’s death. There were many who didn’t show such fondness for him in life. I think we should tend to our own affairs and let them do the same!”

“I had to borrow this magazine from old Mrs. Cardel,” Peg said unhappily. “We never have enough to buy more than an occasional paper.”

“Go on now and set the table,” Becky replied angrily. “Dad doesn’t like to have to wait for his food after a hard day at the yard!”

“The yard!” Peg said with disdain. “That’s all people living in this street think about!”

“The shipyard provides the food on our table and the clothes on our back,” Becky told her younger sister.

Peg looked over her shoulder on her way to the kitchen to set the table, “Scraps on the table and rags on our backs!” she said. Becky was going to follow her to the kitchen and answer her sharply but decided not to. Their father would soon be home, and she didn’t want him to find them quarreling. He deserved better than that after toiling long hours in the shipyard. He had seemed to lose much of his interest in life and had gone down hill physically since the death of their mother. She worried much about him and tried hard to make him as comfortable and happy as possible.

Her mother’s illness and death had made her postpone her plans for finding a position as sales clerk in some kind of shop. She knew her limited education and coarse manner of speech made her ill-equipped for the more genteel establishments, but she thought she might find a position in a bakery or a fish monger’s place. She meant to try as soon as she could, since the extra money she would earn would at least clothe her and pay for her food.

She had no idea what Peg intended to do—beyond her wild dream of marrying someone rich. Becky found this a little sad and wished that it might be possible, but she knew life too well to believe it could happen. She hoped that perhaps Bob Reeves would pop the question to Peg, or failing that, that her younger sister might also find employment somewhere.

These thoughts ran through her mind as she listened to Peg noisily setting the table in the kitchen. She paid no attention to this, though she might have normally reprimanded her sister. Instead, she went to the window of the ground floor flat, in the four-story house and gazed out into the fog-ridden street. The yellow cloud was so heavy that everything was dripping from its dampness. Figures hurried by like shrouded ghosts.

She was about to turn from the window when she heard a voice in the distance. She halted, thinking she recognized it. Then as the voice came closer she realized it was the shrill voice of Jimmy Davis, the dwarf who worked with her father at the shipyard. It was Jimmy’s peculiar talent that he could climb into the smallest cranny when it was needed, and do jobs which ordinary men could not manage. He and her father had become good friends, and Jimmy often smoked a pipe or two by their fireside after the evening meal.

Now he was coming running down the street and shouting. And as he reached the house, she knew that he was calling out her name, in a kind of wailing fashion, “Becky! Miss Becky!”

She threw open the door, and he came stumbling down the dark hall to face her in the doorway. Her blood chilled as she stared at the little man and asked, “What is wrong, Jimmy?”

There were tears on the dwarf’s weathered cheeks. He was hatless, and he looked up at her sadly, his graying hair in disarray. He said, “There’s been an accident!” He had a fearful expression on his bearded, but not unpleasant face.

“Go on!” she implored him.

“Oh, Miss Becky,” he said sobbing. “I ran here all the way, and now I don’t want to be the first to tell you!”

“I must know!” she said, feeling sick with apprehension. “An accident? What sort of accident?”

“Your father, poor Barney,” the little man said. “He fell from a high scaffolding. All the way to the bottom of the yard. He was dead when we got to him. Died right away.”

A pale-faced Peg had emerged from the kitchen and asked in a frightened voice, “Is it father?”

Becky put an arm around her for comfort. “Yes,” she said in a taut voice. “Father was killed in a fall! There’s just the two of us now!”

“No!” Peg said brokenly and pressed against her sobbing.

Little Jimmy Davis had recovered from his own sorrow a little and stood gazing up at the two girls awkwardly. He said, “I was-confused. I didn’t want you to hear it from a stranger.”

“You were right, Jimmy,” Becky said, trying to suppress the tremor in her own voice, fighting to hold back her own great sorrow for the sobbing Peg’s; sake. “Father would have wished it so. He would have wanted us to hear it from a friend.”

“Thank you, Miss Becky,” the little man said. “Is there anything I can do?”

She soothed the sobbing Peg and then asked quietly, “When will they bring him here?”

“They’re on the way now,” Jimmy said. “A half-dozen of the best lads bringing him here on a stretcher. You’ll be wanting to lay him out in the parlor, I suppose.”

“Yes,” Becky said, feeling it all had to be a bad dream from which she would awaken in a moment. None of it true, all part of a frightening nightmare. “You’d better go to Gower Street and fetch Mr. Longbeck, the undertaker. We’ll be requiring his services.”

“I’ll go at once,” the dwarf said, turning.

“Tell him to bring the same sort of coffin he supplied for my mother,” she called after the little man.

Jimmy was already at the front door. “Aye! I’ll tell him!” And he vanished in the fog.

Barney Lee lay in his plain coffin in a corner of the tiny parlor looking more at rest than at any time since he’d lost his wife. Mr. Longbeck in his shabby black suit and high hat draped with black crepe had done his usual efficient work on the dead man. The coffin was not lined, but Becky had found a small silk pillow beloved by her late mother, and it seemed suitable that her father’s head should rest on it. His worn but almost handsome face showed no sign of pain.

The dwarf, Jimmy Davis, wiped a tear from his eye as he sat on a stool near the coffin and said those very words, “He could well be asleep!”

The soft light of the flickering candles in the room seemed suitable for the occasion. Peg sat very still and silent, obviously still suffering from shock. It fell on Becky to greet those coming to pay their respects and offer them cups of tea. The women of the neighborhood, her mother’s friends, came first, a somewhat worn and haggard group familiar with life’s sadness. One hesitated to whisper on her way out, “He is at peace! It is you girls who are to be worried about.”

Becky listened, and with her pride coming to her rescue, she said, “Don’t worry about us. We’ll manage. I have plans.” Which wasn’t precisely true but would suffice for the moment.

Then her father’s fellow-workers came shuffling in to pause a moment by the coffin and make some uneasy comment. They tried to show their sympathy, but they were a rough lot who for so long had repressed their emotions that they now had hardly any to call on. Tongue-tied and embarrassed, they came and quickly left.

The funeral was held the next morning with a drizzle of rain and the remnants of the fog. Their father was buried in an old churchyard in the district through an arrangement with Mr. Longbeck, who had found a place for their mother to rest in the same burial ground.

As the small crowd which had assembled melted away and the half-drunk grave-diggers began to fill in the grave, the old Vicar of St. Quentin’s shook their hands and wished them well. Then he walked off like one lost in his own thoughts.

Only then did the sallow and gaunt-faced Mr. Longbeck remove his crepe-decorated black top hat and bow courteously. In his nasal voice, he said, “I have not bothered you young ladies with the monetary side of this sad business. Now, I fear, the time has come. Let me tender my accounting of it all.” And he rummaged in an inner pocket and produced a folded statement which he passed to Becky.

She opened the statement and studied it. While it seemed fair enough, it was several pounds more than she’d expected. She glanced at the thin man. “It cost more than my mother’s funeral,” she pointed out.

Mr. Longbeck looked embarrassed. “True, dear girl. But in the matter of a year my expenses have risen most grievously, so I have no choice but to pass the increases on.”

Becky folded the bill. “I understand,’ she said quietly. “You need not worry; you will be paid.”

Mr. Longbeck coughed politely. “When, dear lady?”

She said, “Within the week. My father would wish it done promptly.”

Mr. Longbeck’s gaunt face at once became brighter. “That will be most satisfactory, my dear. Most satisfactory!” He put on his top hat and glancing back at the grave diggers who’d almost completed their task of filling in the grave, he said, “I think it all went very well, do you not agree?”

“I agree, Mr. Longbeck,” she said tautly. “And now, if you don’t mind, my sister and I would like to be alone. We need quiet.”

“Of course,” the thin man said sympathetically. “Within the week then!” And he bowed and marched out the cemetery gate.

Peg, still sick and pale, found her voice and said, “What a horrible man! I expect he charged us double what he should have!”

Becky sighed. “Hardly that, but enough! More than we have, as a matter of fact.”

“What shall we do?” Peg stared at her with concern.

“We shall manage,” Becky said firmly as they began to leave the cemetery, walking towards the street nearby. “Father would want it so, though we shall likely have to give up the flat and sell our furniture.”

“Sell the furniture!” Peg wailed. “Where can we go without furniture?”

“We must find positions where rooms are provided,” Becky said. “Perhaps in the household of some rich family. We will have to seek work as maids. This may be your chance. You’ve always wanted to marry a rich man! Maybe you’ll meet one this way.”

“Rich men never marry servants!” Peg lamented.

“Wrong,” Becky assured her. “They often do. All the romantic novels tell of such matches.”

“We are not living in a romantic novel!” Peg said unhappily.

Becky gave her a sharp look as they walked along. She said, “At least you’ve learned that useful truth!”

When they reached the cheerless ground floor flat which had seemed so happy a home before their parents died, they had another grim surprise awaiting them in the person of Mrs. Medwick, the owner of the building. She had shown the effrontery of letting herself into the flat and waiting for them seated in their best chair.

Mrs. Medwick was large, and had a bloated, red face and wispy gray hair. She reeked of gin no matter the time of day or night. She stared up at the girls sullenly as they entered.

“No need to be surprised,” she said roughly. “This is my house!”

“I consider it ours as long as we rent it,” Becky said. Peg stood back looking awed.

Mrs. Medwick rose ponderously. “I will not take offence at that. I could, mark you, but I will not. I shall simply tell you that since you already owe for a month’s rent I consider the flat no longer yours.”

“I’ll see you are paid, Mrs. Medwick,” Becky said.

The big woman mocked her manner, saying, “Will you, now? And what with? After the funeral expenses are looked after. And I know Longbeck doesn’t offer his services free! He always gets his!”

Becky said, “We will pay you. But we shall be leaving here the first of the week. So you may plan on letting the place to someone else.”

Mrs. Medwick’s bloated face showed a nasty smile. “I’ve already done that! Party is coming to occupy on Monday. So you be out of here by then. And don’t expect to take this furniture with you unless my rent is paid in full! In full, mind you!” And with this threat she ambled out.

When the door closed behind the big woman Peg turned to Becky and said, “What will we do? If we can’t sell the furniture, we can’t raise the money to pay her.”

“It will work out,” Becky said with a confidence she did not feel. “We have not heard from the shipyard yet. Father’s employers, Gregg and Kerr, may be planning to offer us some money because of father’s being killed at work. In any event, we have coming to us whatever wages he had earned to the time of his death.”

For the first time, Peg showed a more hopeful look on her pretty young face. She said, “When will we know about that?”

“By tonight,” Becky said, removing her straw bonnet. “Jimmy Davis is going to speak to the partners, and he is coming by here on his way home.”

“Ugly little dwarf!” Peg said with a grimace.

“Don’t say that!” Becky rebuked her. “He was our father’s best friend, and he is ours as well. You may be sure he will do all he can for us.”

They spent the afternoon making a list of all which was saleable and trying to guess what price each item might bring. The total was not large, even when they were careful to try and set a proper price. They would not make much from the sale. But even a little would help.

A little after five the dwarf arrived. The girls let him in and pulled up the stool on which he always sat. Then they sat facing him, Becky hoping for the best and Peg even showing some signs of interest.

Becky asked the little man, “How did you make out, Jimmy?”

The dwarf looked miserable and tugged at his graying beard with a small hand. He said, “They gave me the wages he’d earned right enough.”

“I should hope so!” Becky exclaimed.

The dwarf showed embarrassment as he reached in his pocket and then handed some coins over to her. “Fifteen bob! Not much, I’d say!”

Peg sounded indignant. “Fifteen bob! That’s all?”

“That’s all,” the little man said sadly. “I’m sorry.”

Becky looked at the coins in her palm and said, “I can’t believe that they wouldn’t have at least sent his full week’s wages.”

Jimmy Davis said, “They’re hard men, Miss Becky. It’s a cruel company. We all know that.”

Becky said, “Did you speak with both partners?”

“Only with Mark Gregg,” the dwarf said. “Mr. Kerr’s health has been poor lately, and he seldom comes to the shipyard.”

“And what did Mark Gregg say?”

Jimmy sighed. “He gave me the fifteen bob and said to tell you he sent you his sympathy.”

“I wonder that he could afford it!” Becky said with scathing sarcasm.

Peg complained, “How can anyone be so heartless?”

The little man’s large face showed frustration. “They are cruel people, Miss Peggy. This is a cruel business, filled with competition in these days of the new iron ships. Gregg and Kerr are still building wooden ships and the call for them is going down.”

“Why don’t they build iron ships?” Becky wanted to know.

“I’ve heard old man Kerr is against it,” the dwarf said. “But Mark Gregg has been unhappy with the present policy ever since the Great Eastern was launched in 1858. Biggest iron ship afloat! They say she’ll make history! Some think there’s a curse on her because two workers were lost in the construction, and many claim they were caught between the false bottom and the hull and not noticed until all the section was closed in. They say their ghosts haunt the ship and will eventually doom it!”

Becky said, “So this means Gregg and Kerr are not doing as well as they might?”

“Correct!” Jimmy said. “But they’re doing fairly well. They could well pay you some good sum for your father losing his life on the job. Especially considering the facts.”

“Facts?” Becky asked crisply. “What are the facts?”

He looked uneasy. And then in a low voice, he said, “Well, I was told the scaffolding on which your father was working when he fell hadn’t been properly set up. That it swayed so as to make you ill.”

Becky said, “You’re saying my father was sent up there to work on a scaffolding which wasn’t safe?”

The little man nodded. “That’s about the size of it!”

Peg exclaimed, “They are murderers! It’s almost the same as if they deliberately killed my father!”

“Mr. Mark Gregg doesn’t see it so,” the dwarf told her. “But I must admit I agree with you. If that scaffolding had been set up the way it should, I haven’t a doubt your father would be alive this very moment.”

Becky sat back in her chair with a shocked look on her lovely face. “I shall have to see this Mark Gregg,” she said.

Peg gave her a disgusted look. “He’ll never agree to see you. Don’t you know that!”

“What do you think?” Becky asked their father’s best friend. “Do you think he’ll see me?”

“I think it’s worth a try.” Becky said, her young face offering a grim look.

“You could try and talk with him,” the little man said with despair. “I did not manage well with him as I’ve testified. But perhaps the sight of a pretty face might help. They say he is more fond of liquor and women! He’d never done a lick of work until he was left his share of the yard by his father. Now he is the meanest of the lot of them!”

Becky said warmly, “Thank you for all you’ve done, Jimmy. And for telling me the truth about dear father’s accident.”

“I thought you should know,” the little man said. “And I have some money of my own if you’d let me help you. I’ve saved it against sickness, but you’re welcome to every penny of it!”

“Do you mean that, Jimmy?” Peg asked with delight.

Becky turned on her younger sister swiftly and informed her, “Whether he means it or not, we are not going to take his money!”

“Why not?” Peg asked in astonishment.

“Because he needs it for himself and his own family,” she exclaimed. “You are forgetting he has a widowed mother and two spinster sisters to look after.”

“They do not grudge you the money,” the dwarf promised her.

“Say no more,” Becky told him. “We will manage well enough with our own resources, though we do appreciate your offer. And I intend to talk to Mr. Mark Gregg and speak to him of my father’s death. It is not to pass without some mention being made of it.”

“I agree, Miss Becky,” Jimmy Davis said, getting down from the stool. “I wish I had done better.”

“You musn’t worry yourself,” Becky said, escorting the little man out. “We have plans and we’ll make out. And I’ll let Mark Gregg know he had better not take his workers’ lives so cheaply in the future.”

“You do that, Miss,” Jimmy agreed. “He needs to be told how hard he is!”

After Becky had seen the dwarf out, she found Peg looking angry. The redhead cried, “How could you refuse his money, with us in this terrible plight? You must be mad!”

“I will not rob those as poor as ourselves,” Becky told her sister with determination.

Peg sank down into a nearby chair and cried, “We shall find ourselves in debtors’ prison!”

“Allow me to worry about that,” Becky said, placing a comforting hand on her sister’s shoulder. “I’m doing as I think our parents would have wished.”

She knew this was small comfort, even though it was the truth. And she was far from being the cool, collected person she allowed Peg to see. Actually she was quaking inwardly and full of fears for what would happen to them. But she knew Peg was of weaker clay than herself, and she did not want her to collapse. So she maintained this facade of knowing exactly what would happen next.

The next morning she dressed carefully in her best and made her way through the winding streets of the dockside area on the route to Gregg and Kerr’s shipyard. She had left Peg with a neighbor woman of a jolly nature and hoped all would be well. Now she was forcing herself to have a confrontation with the legendary Mark Gregg.

It was a fine, sunny day and the gold lettering of the shipbuilding firm’s name stood out in gold against a black background. The sign was mounted on a modest brick building at the harborfront within sight of the shipyard. She could glance in the distance and see the yard with the bare hull of some ship in the making, and men swarming about it like ants. The vast size of the project almost took her breath away.

She forced herself to turn from this interesting view of where her father had met his death and enter the offices of the shipbuilding company. She was first to find herself in a bare reception office where a wizened, bald man sat behind a high counter.

The old man paid no attention to her for a moment as he pored over a long, slim book of accounts. Suddenly he sneezed, and after wiping his thin nose, he turned to stare at her accusingly, as if she had rudely interrupted him.

He said sternly. “We do not employ young women, Miss!”

“I’m not looking for employment,” Becky said, her cheeks going crimson.

The old man stared at her. “What do you want?”

“To see Mr. Mark Gregg,” she said with as much authority as she could produce under the circumstances.

The thin face showed a nasty smile. “All the world wishes to see Mr. Gregg,” he said. “That is why I’m here. Let me warn you that few get by me here.”

“I cannot help that,” she said. “I wish to see him!”

“What is your business?”

“Personal!”

“No doubt,” the old man said, off his stool now and facing her like an ancient jackal on his skinny shanks. “May I ask the reason for your visit and your name?”

“My name she said firmly is Becky Lee and I have come to speak with Mr. Gregg concerning the recent death of my father in an accident in the shipyards.”

This brought a decided change in the old man’s manner. He said, “You are poor Barney’s daughter?”

“One of them.”

“He was a fine, hardworking man,” the old fellow said. “I’ll see if Mr. Gregg will see you. He’s busy!” And he shuffled off and out a door in the rear of the bleak office.

She trembled as she waited. She tried to picture what the formidable Gregg might be like. From all she’d heard, Mark Gregg must be in his mid-forties, a bachelor, grimly dedicated to business after a youth spent in debauchery. It was whispered that he still absented himself form the business every once in a while to go on a drinking binge. But she did not know how much of this was true, and how much was hearsay!

The door at the back opened, and the old clerk came shuffling back. He lifted a hinged section of the counter for her to join him as he confided, “You are fortunate! He has agreed to give you a few minutes. Follow me!”

She did so, trying to maintain the same facade of cool determination she used to fool Peg. But she was not deceiving herself of her quaking heart, and she doubted that she would deceive this hard man of business, either.

They mounted a dark stairway which gave access to a long hall, off which there were the doors of many offices. She heard the sounds of voices from the various doorways as they went on down to the very end of the hall. There a large door bore a brass plate with the name, Mark Gregg, in Old English script. The clerk rapped nervously on the heavy oaken door, and a brisk voice inside bade them to enter.

The clerk gave her a warning glance and then opened the door to let her in, remaining outside to close the door after her. She found herself in the most elegant quarters she had ever seen. It was a symphony in fine brown woodwork, with all in the best of taste. Seated at a desk with his back to windows overlooking the shipyard was a good looking man in his forties, with strong features and tightly curled brown hair which was graying. He had heavy sideburns, but no mustache or beard. He was dressed well in a dark suit and all in all, he was much more attractive than she had expected. But his eyes warned her this was no ordinary man. The perceptive, steel-gray eyes which burned through her as she stood there intimidated her.

He slowly rose, his eyes not leaving her. He spoke in a cultured voice, saying, “So you are Lee’s daughter?”

“Yes, sir. I am,” she said.

“Pray be seated,” he said brusquely, still studying her in that intent way. “I’m having a difficult morning, but I can give you a few minutes.”

“Thank you, Mr. Gregg,” she said, ignoring her pounding heart to speak with some sharpness. “I think it no more than right when I recall that my father gave his life in your service.”

He stood there staring at her oddly. Then he fumbled with some papers on his desk. “It was a most unfortunate affair. I’m sorry for his death, and I asked that my sympathy be conveyed to you.”

“Along with fifteen bob!” She could not hide the disgust in her tone.

The distinguished Mark Gregg raised an eyebrow. Quietly he said, “I believe this was the amount due him.”

“Down to the last quarter hour,” she said stiffly.

Mark Gregg looked thoughtful. “Perhaps I should have handled it in a more considerate manner. I have lately been experiencing serious business difficulties. I have been much occupied with these problems.”

She said evenly, “My father served your firm from your father’s day. He was a faithful employee here long before you took over.”

“Indeed,” the handsome man said coolly.

“And I have been told that his death might have been avoided if the scaffolding on which he was put to work had been more securely built. Clearly, it was built hastily by your foremen; they put my father up there before it was safe. I say they murdered him!”

His steel-gray eyes were focused sharply on her now as he quietly asked, “You believe that? That our negligence brought about your father’s death?”


CHAPTER 2

Becky defiantly faced the grim shipyard owner, knowing him to be a proud, unbending man. But she had her own pride and her own desperate feelings of grief in the loss of her beloved father. So after the briefest of pauses, she told him, “Yes. I do think your company is to blame for my father’s death!”

Mark Gregg stared at her. Then he pointed to the framed engraving of a magnificent sailing ship with side-wheels amidships and said, “Gregg and Kerr have a fine position in the shipbuilding world. There you see the Royal York, which broke the records for an Atlantic Crossing in 1839 in a voyage which took thirteen days and seven hours! Our firm built that ship!”

“I cannot see that has any bearing on my father’s death,” she protested.

“Just listen to me, young lady,” the older man said coldly. “The point I’m trying to make is that this is a responsible firm. We do not take risks with our vessels or our men!”

“My father is dead,” she said. “The staging did collapse.”

The square-jawed man rubbed his chin, as if he were in a moment of decision. Then those strange eyes fixed on her again and he said, “So you continue to maintain that neglect on the company’s part brought about the death of your parent?”

“I do,” she said stoutly.

“Very well,” Mark Gregg said. And he unlocked a drawer of his desk and reached into it to bring out a half-dozen golden sovereigns. He tossed them on the desk between them and with a biting sarcasm told her, “You may have these as a recompense, since that is what you’re obviously seeking.”

The temptation to take the gleaming gold pieces was great. Her need of them was great enough. But her eyes blurred with tears as she gazed at them and saw them as the worth Mark Gregg was placing on her father’s life! How easy for him! And how cruel he had behaved in making his offer.

In a choked voice, she said, “I came here hoping you might better understand the loss my sister and I have suffered, the grief our father’s death has caused us.”

Mark Gregg showed no emotion. In the same cool way, he said, “I did not know your father. But I grant that the company has lost a good worker. That is why I have offered you this compensation.” He modified his original gesture by picking up the gold coins and offering them to her directly.

She took the sovereigns and with a curl of her lip said, “I cannot allow you to put a price on my father’s life in this way. I came here hoping there might be some repentance on your part and perhaps an assurance from you that you would be careful to try and avoid such accidents in the future. But I see you have nothing but contempt for the likes of my father and myself! Thank you, Mark Gregg, but I can manage without your charity!” And she threw the gold pieces at him.

She did not wait to learn his reaction. Her eyes brimming with tears, she hurried out of the elegant office to the dark stairway. She managed to get downstairs safely, and she almost ran past the old clerk in the reception room in her haste to get outside and away from the place.

It took her a little while to regain her composure. When she did, she began to carefully go over her resources and make some decisions about the future. She wandered along rather aimlessly through the back streets near the docks. Then all at once she found herself staring into the window of a shabby tavern with the ironic name of Seafarer’s Rest, and saw a hand written sign in the window announcing that young barmaids were wanted.

She stood staring at the sign for a moment or two and decided that this was in some odd way an answer to her prayers. She had never been in this kind of tavern before, but now she braced herself and went inside, trying to give the impression she was fully at ease.

Inside, the tavern was dark and dank. Standing behind the bar was a weird looking man with a patch over one eye, he had a long, hooked nose and a shifty look. A tousle of dark hair fell about his forehead. He was clearly looking for someone.

She walked slowly to the shining counter, happy that the bar was empty for the moment. She said, “I have read your notice in the window.”

The thin man with the black eye-patch eyed her with no interest. “Not for the likes of you! I need barmaids who can sing for the customers when things get dull.”

She had a clear singing voice and so had Peg. Her hopes rose a little. She refused to give up so easily. A smile which she hoped might seem enticing crossed her pretty face. She asked, “Do you have any favorite songs?”

The thin tavern owner scowled. “I hate music of every sort, myself,” he said. “But the blokes what come in here like a saucy tune. ‘The Liverpool Maid’ for example.”

Now her heart began to pound. There had to be a fate in this! The song he’d mentioned had been a favorite of her late father’s, and both she and Peg had sung it for him many times. She said with delight, “I know it!”

“So?” the man with the eye-patch said sourly.

She did what she felt she should. Standing very erect, she began singing, ‘Liverpool Maid’ in her best voice. She included all the saucy verses which her father and Jimmy Davis had taught her. The bartender was impressed.

Ending the song, she said, “There!”

As she did so a loud clapping came from directly behind her, and she turned to discover a handsome young black-haired man in the rough clothes of a seaman standing there. There was a smile on his handsome, young face and a twinkle of approval in his black eyes. She had assumed the bar was empty, and the remembrance of the verses she’d just sang made her cheeks crimson!

The young man laughed and, removing his peaked, sailor’s cap, said, “Davy Brown, at your service, Miss. That’s a good song, and you did it well. Can I coddle your sweet voice with a drink?”

“Thank you, no,” she said, embarrassed and moving away from him.

“Don’t be ashamed,” the smiling Davy Brown told her. “You were first rate. Wasn’t she, Luther?”

The one-eyed man shrugged. “Not bad!”

“Twice as talented as the last wench you had working here,” Davy said. “And twice as good looking! Why not admit it?”

Luther glanced at the young man with his single eye and then leaned over the bar to talk with her. “It’s not a fancy place,” he warned her. “We get toughs and tarts as part of our regular night trade. You’d have to hold your own with them!”

“I could,” she said. “Just so long as I’m not expected to be a tart also!”

The thin man frowned. “I don’t ask that! Luther Crown is no pimp! I run a straight place, even if I do get a mixed trade!”

“You do get that!” Davy Brown said jovially.

The thin man ignored him. He asked Becky, “Is your sister as attractive as you?”

“She’s more attractive!” Becky insisted.

“Can she sing?” he asked.

“Yes. She knows more songs than I do,” Becky said. “And we often blend our voices in a duet which people seem to enjoy.”

“I own the place next door,” the owner of the tavern said. “Rooms go with the job and whatever you can manage in tips. The salary is ten bob each, take it or leave it!”

“We’ll take it!” she said delighted.
“Come to work tonight at six, and you stay until the place closes,” Luther Crown told her. “Mrs. Crown will be here to show you how to serve the beer, and I’ll tell you when we want a song!”

“Thank you,” she said. Turning to the young sailor who had been watching it all with a smile on his handsome face, she added, “And thank you, too, for your encouragement!”

“We’ll be meeting again,” the young man said warmly. “My name is Davy Brown, remember? What is yours?”

“Becky Lee,” she said shyly, noting his bronzed skin and sturdy build. He was a fine figure of a man, and by his speech he seemed educated beyond his station in life. She added, “And my sister’s name is Peg.”

Davy laughed again. “And according to you, she’s prettier than you and a better singer. I don’t believe it!”

She laughed with him. “Truly it is so! And she is also a full year younger than I am.”

“I’ll be here to see you both tonight,” Davy said. “And that won’t mean changing any of my plans, for I spend most of my nights here in this sinful place!”

“Watch your words, sailor!” the man behind the bar warned him.

“I meant nothing by it,” Davy Brown said. “Give me a whiskey to drink this young lady’s health. I must do it alone, since she has refused to join me.”

“I drink very rarely,” she said.

He nooded approval. “That’ll make you more valuable to Luther. The last two slatterns he had were lushes who drank on the sly twice what they earned for him!”

Becky saw three other older men in sailor’s clothing come through the doorway and quickly said, “I must be getting back home. My sister will be worried about me.” And to the glum Luther she added, “And we’ll be here for work at six! I promise!”

“I’ll take the sign from the window,” the one-eyed man said grudgingly.

Utterly delighted with her good luck, she hurried out into the narrow street. In one daring move she had found jobs for herself and Peg, along with free rooms for them both. They could manage with food and be free to leave their present flat and sell the furniture. By being careful, she could just about pay the landlady and the undertaker by the time she’d sold the few things and added her slight savings and the total of their first week’s wages at the tavern. Then they would be free of the shadow of debt!

Once again she had a momentary vision of the gleaming, golden sovereigns on the desk of Mark Gregg. But she knew she had done right. Had she accepted them, she would have shown contempt for her father and for herself. A bitterness against Mark Gregg and his kind welled up in her, a bitterness which would always be with her. With it there came a grim determination on her part to succeed, despite the cruelty of the world around her.

She was in so good a mood she bought two oranges and some roasted chestnuts from an old woman street peddler. Hurrying home with these treats, she set them out before an amazed Peg and told her of the events of the morning.

Peg listened, and when Becky had finished she said, “The tavern sounds like an awful place!”

Becky sighed. “It is not Buckingham Palace but it is a place where we can earn our living until we can find something better.”

“I thought Mark Gregg might offer to adopt us and take us into his fine house,” Peg said with disappointment on her pretty face.

“More of your romantic notions,” Becky said with a hint of anger. “You must get over them and adjust to real life.”

“I will,” Peg promised. And then more brightly, she said “Your Davy Brown sounds nice.”

“He could be,” Becky said with carefully assumed disdain. Not wanting Peg to get more romantic fancies. “I’ll decide that after I know him better. And you’d better remember that! Don’t judge anyone until you know them well! And don’t trust anyone who is a stranger!”

Peg pouted prettily. “You sound like my parent, not my sister only twelve months older.”

“Someone has to put sense into you and try to protect you,” Becky told her. “We have a busy day ahead, what with packing and moving. And we must go over all the songs we know. Singing is to be an important part of our work!”

They arrived at the house next to the tavern before six with their scanty belongings wrapped in packages which they carried. They were greeted at Number Eight by a buxom woman in dustcap and work dress. The woman’s red face was adorned by warts on the end of her nose and on the sides, as well as in the middle of her cheeks. She was not a beauty.

“You’re the girls?” she asked in a whiskey voice. “I’m Mrs. Crown! I’ll show you to your rooms and then you can come over to the tavern when you’re ready and I’ll teach you how to draw the beer properly from the kegs!” She went down a long, murky corridor with them, following as she complained about having to continually instruct new girls.

At the very end of the corridor she halted and opened a door on a tiny cubicle with a narrow, iron-frame bed, dresser, and no window. “That’s one of the rooms,” she said. “The other is just beyond. They’re both the same.”

Peg stood in the doorway and studied the first room with despair. “There’s no window. It’ll be dark all the time!”

“No,” the woman said, pointing upward, “There’s a glass over the door to open for air and to let in the light.” She seemed to disregard the fact that the hallway itself was airless and almost dark.

Becky put her things down on the bed in the second room. She told the ugly woman, “They will do nicely.”

“I like agreeable girls,” Mrs. Crown said with a frown in Peg’s direction. And turning to Becky again, she added, “You have the privileges of my kitchen providing you clean up afterwards. The first mess that’s left behind, and that’s the end of using my kitchen.”

“We will be careful, I promise,” Becky said.

The big woman nodded. “We’ll see! The last ones was drunkards. You can be no worse! When you’re ready to begin in the tavern, come over. I’ll be waiting for you!” And she waddled back along the murky corridor.

Peg ran to Becky in her room and said, “These rooms are dreadful!”

“We can manage with them for a little,” Becky told her. “We must! And when we’ve fixed them up a little, they’ll seem much better!”

“I don’t believe it!” Peg said despondently as she left to return to her own little room.

The tavern was much more brightly lit at night than during the daylight hours. Large lamps were set out in brackets along the back of the bar and also at intervals along the walls. At this time in the early evening it was also filled with many customers, most of them male, and was a much more lively place than Becky had imagined.
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