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Prologue
MARCH 1934

Hester Elliott leaned over the rail of the Pride of India and reflected that so far, she and young Leonora Hetherington-Smith had been fortunate. This was their first sea voyage and neither of them had felt ill once since leaving Bombay. Life on board ship, what was more, had been interesting enough to alleviate the boredom which might otherwise have attacked them, and, so far as she could judge, homesickness had not troubled them either.

Not, reflected Hester now, that she had a home in India any longer, for she could scarcely count the large house in which Mr Hetherington-Smith held sway. After her father’s death some three months previously, Mr Hetherington-Smith had approached Hester, the child of his best friend, and suggested that unless she had other plans, she might move into his house and begin to get to know his small daughter. He had explained that he meant to send Lonnie home to Liverpool in England, to live with an aunt, and he would like Hester to take charge of her.

Hester had known that her father, Trevor Elliott, had meant to accompany his only child to England one day. Her mother, Kia, who had died when Hester was ten, had been anxious that her daughter should return to their home country when she was an adult. ‘I am glad that your childhood has been spent in this beautiful country, that you have learned so much of the culture of the land of your birth, which would have been denied you in England, but once you are grown I believe, and so does your father, that life will be better for you if you go Home,’ she had said.

Even now, the memory of that long-ago conversation made Hester smile. To be sure, her father was a native of Liverpool and had spent the first twenty-two years of his life in that city, but both she and her mother had been born and raised in India, had known no other home. Yet in common with all Anglo-Indians, they thought of England as ‘Home’ and indeed, when the heat of summer was at its height, Hester could understand their craving for a cooler, greener land, even though she only knew of it from books and the conversation of others.

The ship had docked at Alexandria after passing through the Suez Canal. Hester had been doubtful whether she should take young Lonnie ashore at a port famed for its vices, but Lonnie had had no such doubts. ‘I’m sick of being cooped up in this wretched ship; I will go ashore, I will, I will!’ she had announced, glaring at Hester as though the older girl was her most hated enemy. ‘I know you are my governess, but you are still a servant and you will do as I say!’

It had been the first serious rift between them, though Lonnie, like most English children brought up by an Indian ayah, was both spoiled and arrogant. She was used to getting her own way and never considered the feelings of others and though Hester, at eighteen, was only ten years Lonnie’s senior, she was beginning to realise that she would have to put her foot down and take command, or the younger girl would become impossible.

Accordingly, she had decided not to allow Lonnie to accompany the party going ashore at Alexandria and had been surprised, and pleased, at the child’s eventual acceptance of her decree. Returning to the ship later that afternoon, however, her pleasure had fled on meeting Lonnie on the quayside with one of the deck hands. Lonnie was eating virulent pink sweets from a greasy paper bag and the boy – for he was little more – carried an armful of mixed fruit and had a delicate, transparent length of material, patterned in blue and green, around his neck.

Hester had borne down upon them full of wrath, only to be disarmed by the boy’s saying jovially: ‘Little miss here explained that she had missed you when you left the ship, when she lingered to watch the monkey dancing to the barrel-organ. So I said she might come along a-me to the bazaar and we’ve had a grand afternoon, haven’t we, missie?’

Naturally, Hester had said nothing to the boy, apart from thanking him for his kindness to her charge, but as soon as she got Lonnie to herself she had given her a fearful telling-off, warning her that such behaviour would not be tolerated either by herself or by her English aunt.

‘You had no right to leave me,’ Lonnie had said calmly, cutting across Hester’s diatribe long before it was finished. ‘If I were to tell my father that you went ashore and left me behind, he would have you whipped and thrown into a snake pit.’

Despite herself, Hester could not help laughing. ‘What a little liar you are,’ she had said. ‘Why, your father would agree that, as your governess, I have every right to punish you when you do wrong.’

‘Oh, punish!’ Lonnie said airily. They were in the cabin and she took her silver-backed hairbrush off the dressing table, untied her hair ribbon and began to brush her limp, light-brown locks. ‘Punishment is giving me extra schoolwork, or making me miss a meal, or not speaking to me for a whole half hour. Not letting me go ashore was wicked and mean, and if you try it again …’

All Hester’s amusement fled. The child was actually daring to threaten her, yet she could see Lonnie’s point in some ways. The voyage was a long one and diversions such as a trip ashore rare enough. The Pride of India only made two landfalls, Alexandria being the first, and since there was little she could do about it if Lonnie decided to go off without her she had better devise a form of punishment which meant she could keep her eye on Lonnie at the same time. Thinking back to Mr Hetherington-Smith’s instructions, she seemed to remember that he had said she would be in charge of his daughter at all times until they reached Liverpool, when Miss Emmeline Hetherington-Smith would, presumably, share her duties. This obviously meant that, if she wished to go ashore, Lonnie must accompany her.

Having lived all her life in the East, however, Hester knew the value of saving face, knew that she must employ it now if she was ever to get anywhere with Lonnie. Accordingly, she said reprovingly: ‘Have you any idea of the dangers which surround one in a foreign port, Leonora? Have you never heard of the white slave trade? Some men would give a good deal of money to add an English girl to their harems, or to be able to boast of an English slave in their servants’ quarters. If you were shipped to somewhere like South America, your lot would be miserable indeed and your life short. Did you not think of that when you disobeyed my instructions and went ashore alone?’

‘Well, I did, because I’m not a fool,’ Lonnie said scathingly. ‘Why do you think I made that silly young man take me to the bazaar? There was a nasty old man on the quayside who kept trying to persuade me to go with him. He said he had six beautiful white ponies and a granddaughter who looked just like me and he said we might ride the ponies and eat sweetmeats and have a wonderful time until the ship sailed.’

At the mention of the old man on the quayside, Hester had actually felt the hair on the back of her neck prickling erect and it seemed as though iced water trickled down her spine. It occurred to her that both she and Lonnie had had a very narrow escape, for how would she have explained to Mr Hetherington-Smith and his sister that she had lost Miss Leonora whilst ashore in Alexandria? So instead of scolding Lonnie any further, she had given her a big hug and assured her charge that she would not leave her again.

That evening, when Lonnie was asleep, Hester had considered her position anew. Her employer had paid her first-class passage on the ship and had told her that though she would be answerable to his sister, it would be himself who would be paying her salary. ‘My sister is a good deal older than me and somewhat set in her ways, so I have written to her, explaining that I wish you to continue in my employ until such time as my daughter no longer needs you,’ he had said. ‘However, I have been forced to practise a small deception to make this acceptable to Miss Hetherington-Smith. In short, my dear Hester, I have told her not only that you are the child of my dearest friend, but that you are twenty-four years old, and are experienced in dealing with small children. I fear that if my sister knew the truth – that you are eighteen and have never before been a governess – she would either persistently interfere with your treatment of Lonnie or dismiss you out of hand.’ He had smiled at Hester with real affection and understanding in his rather sad dark eyes. ‘So if you wouldn’t mind lending your support to this small deception, I should be most grateful, for I love my daughter and would feel a good deal happier knowing that she is in the charge of someone I trust, rather than at the mercy of an English servant who might not take to her.’

Remembering the trust that Mr Hetherington-Smith had placed in her, Hester had tried to persuade Lonnie gently to do as she wished, avoiding direct conflict. When the ship docked in Gibraltar, the two of them had gone ashore with a party of other passengers and Lonnie had behaved beautifully. At Hester’s suggestion, she had used some of her own money to buy her aunt a china vase, delicately hand-painted with exotic birds whose brilliant feathers were a source of considerable pleasure to Lonnie.

Hester had helped her to pack the vase in soft blue tissue paper and then to place it in a white cardboard box, and until now had not doubted that it would reach Liverpool in pristine condition. Now, surveying the heaving waves under her nose, Hester noticed for the first time how the sea was losing its blue-green brilliance as they left the Mediterranean behind them and headed out into the Atlantic. She watched the waves beneath her, realising that the gentle surge had become a turbulent grey sea, with white-topped combers coming at the ship from all directions, so that she began to pitch and toss. The gentle breeze of the Mediterranean had given way to a cold and blustery wind. Every now and then, a particularly violent gust whipped a fine spray into her face and she was rather enjoying the experience when she remembered that Lonnie was by herself in the cabin, painting a picture of Gibraltar, complete with the apes which they had visited during their short stay. The child might be frightened by the sudden change in the weather, Hester told herself, hurrying down the nearest companionway.

Entering the cabin, she saw at a glance that Lonnie was in no way perturbed by the violence of the elements, though she had one hand around her water pot. The other wielded her paintbrush, though the movement of the ship was causing a good deal of the paint to fly in unplanned directions, Hester noticed. ‘It’s a bit rough,’ Hester said cheerfully. ‘How’s the painting coming along? I’d suggest a stroll on deck, but I don’t suppose you would fancy a walk in such a wild wind.’

Lonnie looked up and slung her paintbrush down on the floor, then crossed to the small basin in one corner of the cabin and tipped her paint water away. ‘I do fancy a walk,’ she said, going over to the hanging cupboard and getting down her coat. She began to struggle into it, speaking as she did so. ‘Daddy has told me all about English weather, Miss Elliott, so I dare say it will be just like this in Liverpool. He seemed to think we might not like the cold much after India, but I’m sure we’ll enjoy it, because being too hot is horrid, isn’t it? And Liverpool is so beautiful, with all the parks and art galleries and lovely shops.’

All her life, Hester had been bombarded with stories about England, yet she realised that the reality might prove very different. According to Trevor Elliott – and obviously to Mr Hetherington-Smith also – Liverpool was the hub of the universe, the most beautiful city in England and a centre of culture and trade. One or two of the sailors, on the other hand, had talked quite differently about their home. They had said it was a port like any other, full of inhabitants who would cheat you out of your last penny, shops whose goods were exorbitantly priced and wonderful markets where you could buy a hot meal for sixpence or get your pocket picked for free. Hester imagined that the truth was somewhere between the two, but she did not intend to disillusion Lonnie; time – and experience – would do that.

‘Right! Since you feel like blowing some cobwebs away, you’d better pass me my coat and we’ll go up together,’ Hester said gaily. ‘Twice round the deck is a mile and the last one back to the cabin is a sissy!’

The voyage through the Bay of Biscay was not too pleasant. A good many of the passengers on board suddenly disappeared from the dining saloon and the deck. They shut themselves in their cabins and kept the stewards busy, Hester told Lonnie when the child enquired as to the whereabouts of some of their new acquaintances.

‘I wonder why we don’t feel sick?’ Lonnie said idly on the following day, as the Pride of India continued to butt her way through the stormy seas. ‘After all, we’ve neither of us ever been on a ship before, have we, Miss Elliott?’

‘No, but I’ve travelled all over India with my father,’ Hester said. ‘Once or twice I’ve been aboard river boats for several days … and don’t you think that riding for a longish distance in a palanquin is rather like being at sea? I know you must have done that … and then there are elephants. They sway … I’ve known several people who were elephant sick.’

Lonnie giggled. ‘I think I just have a very strong stomach,’ she confided. ‘I don’t eat as much as some people, but what I do eat stays where it’s put. How near to Liverpool would you say we were now, Miss Elliott? Are you getting excited? I am, I can’t help it. My daddy talked such a lot about Liverpool and told me so many times all the things he had done there when he was a boy that I know I’ll be happy there.’ She turned to gaze solemnly at Hester. ‘Only Daddy said you’d stay with me whilst I and Aunt Emmeline needed you, but once I was settled in you might leave me and get a different sort of job somewhere else, or even go to relatives of your own. I don’t mind you leaving me, of course … after having to leave my dear ayah and my daddy, I suppose I’m used to leaving people … but I hope you won’t go too soon.’

Hester, who had no relatives at all in England, or none that she knew of, and realised that she was ill-equipped to get any sort of job just yet, murmured that she would stay with Lonnie as long as Miss Hetherington-Smith wanted her and then changed the subject. ‘Don’t forget, your father will be visiting England to see how you are getting on in a year or two,’ she reminded her charge. ‘By then you’ll probably have forgotten all about me.’

‘Yes, that’s true,’ Lonnie said, blissfully indifferent to any feelings she might hurt, Hester thought ruefully. Not that her feelings were hurt. She had already realised that young Lonnie was so self-centred that it was almost impossible to like her, though she quite often felt sorry for the child. Still, you never knew. When they got ashore and moved into their new home things might be different.

The weather continued stormy as the ship entered the Irish Sea and many of the other passengers stayed in their cabins. Then one morning Hester and Lonnie awoke to blue skies and pale sunshine, and when they went out on deck they realised they must be approaching the end of their journey. The ship was entering the mouth of a great river which must, Hester knew, be the Mersey, and she and her charge stayed where they were, leaning on the rail and ignoring their stomachs’ insistent clamour that they had had no breakfast. Fascinated, they saw the distant blue of great hills, the golden strip of sand along the coastline. And then, as the ship continued on her way, the banks of the river grew closer and closer and the city itself appeared. It was a big, imposing city, Hester saw, with great white buildings and warehouses, shipyards and other signs of industry crowding close.

‘Miss Elliott, are they the Liver Birds?’ Lonnie said presently, as they steamed along. ‘One of the deckhands told me that if a virgin passes by, those birds flap their wings … do you think it’s true? And what’s a virgin, anyway?’

Hester turned away to hide the smile twitching her lips. ‘It’s just one of those silly sayings that sailors know,’ she said, keeping her voice level with difficulty. ‘I should forget all about it if I were you. Oh, look, there’s a train – it’s actually above the ground! Oh, that must be the overhead railway … my father talked about it sometimes. He used to travel by it when he lived here. He told me to buy myself a ticket when I came Home. He said you got a wonderful view of the docks from up there.’

‘I see it,’ Lonnie said, and Hester, glancing at her companion’s small, sallow face, saw it flushed with excitement. For once Lonnie was not simply thinking of herself, she thought, surprised. ‘Oh, Miss Elliott, I really am excited now! Can you see all the people waiting for us to dock? I wonder which one is my aunt? She must be very nice, because she’s Daddy’s sister, and my daddy is the nicest man I know. Let’s go to our cabin and start getting ready to go ashore!’


Chapter One
MAY 1934

Ben Bailey came along Heyworth Street heading straight for the pet shop. He was earlier than he had been on previous occasions, anxiety getting him out of bed well before his usual time on a Saturday, because he now had a vested interest in the contents of Mr Madison’s pet shop. In fact, the kittens in the window were his, or practically his at any rate.

Reaching the shop, Ben pressed his nose against the glass and peered inside. It was so early that the shop was still closed and the kittens, in their nest of wood shavings, were asleep, curled into a ball in one corner of their cage. Anxiously, Ben counted them; one, two, three, four … his heart gave a little bound. Had Mr Madison already sold one of them? But then someone inside the shop pushed open an inner door and all in a moment the kittens were awake, rolling over to reveal a fifth kitten, a little gingery one, which had been hidden by the recumbent bodies of his brothers and sisters.

Ben heaved a sigh. He didn’t know whether it was relief because all the kittens were still in the window, or disappointment because none of them had yet been sold. He wanted them to be sold, of course he did. It was the only way, he had assured himself, of seeing that they got good homes. Folk, particularly kids, would take on a kitten which had been given to them free and then cheerfully neglect it, believing that cats hunted for their own food and needed no help from their human owners. If you paid money for a kitten, however, you valued it more, perhaps even returning to the pet shop on a regular basis to buy the cat’s meat which Mr Madison kept in the room behind the shop.

On the other side of the glass, the black kitten with a white tip to its tail detached itself from its fellows and stared up at Ben out of milky-blue eyes. Its small mouth opened in a soundless miaow, and Ben’s heart melted. I’m the nearest thing to a mother they’ve ever knowed, he told himself, so it’s natural they should miss me. Why, if it hadn’t been for me, they’d have been dead weeks ago, poor little blighters. I wish I could have kept ’em, but as Mam said, there ain’t enough food for all of us, let alone a brood of kittens. Still an’ all, Mr Madison seemed to think he could sell ’em, so at least they’ll get good homes.

Ben had found the kittens in a tumbledown warehouse some five weeks earlier. He had heard their hungry, agitated wailing as soon as he had climbed into the building and at first he had not realised they were motherless, but as soon as he touched one and felt its frantic mouth attaching itself to the tip of his little finger, he had realised that the kittens were starving.

For several days he had begged, borrowed or stolen milk for them, feeding them by dipping a piece of rag in the liquid and letting the kittens suck, one by one. Within a week, the little things were making progress, sucking at the bread which he dipped in the milk and growing round-bellied and bright-eyed. Ben had adored them, and named each one. Tip was obvious, Ginger more so and then there was Spot, who was white with black splodges, and Blot who was white with a black blotch on his nose. That left only the tiniest kitten, so Ben had christened him Joseph, since his coat was most definitely of many colours.

It would have been nice to have kept even one of the kittens, but Mrs Bailey had been firm. ‘You’ve brung in two mangy old toms and that horrible black dog what must have been a hundred when you found it and died after six months,’ she had pointed out. ‘I know that cats fend for themselves pretty much, but a kitten’s different. It’ll want milk, just for starters. No, Ben, they can’t come here.’

So Ben had begun to check on the pet shops in the area and had finally decided that Mr Madison’s was the best one. On the previous day he had plucked up his courage and had tackled Mr Madison. At first there had been some confusion due to Ben’s approach, which had been to go into the shop and ask Mr Madison if he sold kittens. Mr Madison was a heavily built man with thinning, gingery hair, pale-blue protuberant eyes and a dangling, wispy moustache. He wore a stained brown overall and large rubber boots but Ben noticed, with approval, that the little shop was beautifully clean and all the animals and birds looked well housed and fed. This was clearly the sort of place he was searching for. However, Mr Madison, joyfully seizing the wrong end of the stick, had assumed Ben to be wishful of owning a kitten and had immediately promised to get some in so that Ben could choose which one he wanted. When Ben had managed to explain that he was a purveyor of kittens rather than a customer, Mr Madison had turned quite nasty and had tried to order Ben out of the shop. But Ben had been too anxious for his kittens to take such an attitude lying down and had returned an hour later with the five kittens in his mother’s canvas shopping bag, tipping them on to the counter when the shop was empty and drawing Mr Madison’s attention to his protégés’ shining fur, bright eyes and round little stomachs.

‘They certainly look healthy enough,’ Mr Madison had said grudgingly, having examined each kitten closely. ‘Well, all right, lad, I’ll take ’em on. They don’t look as if they’ll croak on me, at any rate.’ He had leaned confidentially across the counter, lowering his voice. ‘You’d be amazed the state some of the stock arrives in: dirty, neglected, underfed, yet folks still expect me to buy ’em and sell ’em on and who’s the one to get cursed and complained at when the bleedin’ little critter snuffs it? Why, me, of course! They wants their money back, sometimes they even want the price of the food they say they’ve give it. Not that they gets anything, ’cos that ain’t how it works, but it makes for unpleasantness, like.’ He eyed the kittens keenly then turned back to Ben. ‘How much?’

Dizzily, Ben realised that the man actually meant to pay him for the kittens. Since he had not dreamed of such a thing – had rather feared Mr Madison might charge him for their keep – he had no idea what to reply, and merely shrugged helplessly.

‘Thruppence a piece, then,’ Mr Madison said briskly. He lowered his head then peered up at Ben, grinning like a shark. ‘Now you’ll still be at school, young feller-me-lad, so you’ll be a bit of a mathematician, like. What’s thruppence five times over, eh?’

‘It’s one and thruppence,’ Ben had said at once. His mother often got him to do her messages and already, at the tender age of ten, Ben knew how to make sixpence do the work of a shilling. ‘Thanks ever so much, Mr Madison. Mind if I pops in now and then to see how the kittens are doing?’

Mr Madison had confirmed that this would be all right but Ben had realised he must make such visits infrequently; he did not wish to wear out his welcome. So now he had no intention of entering the shop but had merely stopped by to see that the kittens were still thriving. Indeed, as he watched, a hand with a tin bowl in it appeared as if from nowhere, unfastened the top of the kittens’ cage with a practised flick of the fingers and then descended. The tin bowl was placed in a cleared space, right against the glass, and Ben saw with approval that it contained a generous amount of bread and milk. The kittens must have smelt the milk, for they all dived across their cage and were soon enjoying an excellent breakfast, the larger of the kittens, Tip and Spot, actually standing in the bowl whilst gobbling as fast as they could. ‘You greedy little tykes …’ Ben was beginning, when a sharp elbow was driven into his ribs and a small, clear voice said imperiously: ‘Go away, you common little slum child! I want to see the kittens have their breakfast, so you can just clear out and keep your filthy paws away from my nice clean coat.’

Ben was so astonished that he actually sidled away before realising that he had been mortally insulted, and by a girl, too! Hastily, he moved back to his previous position, saying gruffly: ‘Just who do you think you are, Lady Muck? I’ve gorras much right as you to stand by the window – more, ’cos they’re my kittens, so why don’t you just shove off?’

‘I shall do no such thing!’ the girl declared. Ben saw that she was very small and very thin, with pale, unhealthy-looking skin and lank light-brown hair tied back from her face so tightly that her eyebrows slanted upwards at the ends. She had long, dark-brown eyes, thickly fringed with black lashes, a small dab of a nose and a sulky mouth. She was wearing a very smart red coat – a winter coat in May, Ben thought incredulously – woollen gloves and lace-up boots. Her expression, moreover, was so superior and scornful that she looked as though she thought Ben a worm beneath her feet.

‘Well I ain’t shiftin’,’ Ben said positively. His mam had always told him that women were the weaker sex and that he should treat them with a special care, but the girls he knew had never insulted him, though from time to time clacks had been exchanged when tempers grew frayed. So now Ben stood his ground and pressed his nose to the window once more, trying to ignore the stiff little figure beside him.

But the girl was clearly not used to such treatment and turned to a young woman standing nearby and watching them, Ben thought, with some amusement. ‘Miss Elliott!’ the girl said haughtily. ‘Tell this … this untouchable to move away from the window! I wish to watch the kittens … and he smells horrible.’

‘Why, you rude little bitch,’ Ben said, his face growing hot with outrage. ‘If anyone smells, it’s you! Why, I were down bathing in the Scaldy no more ’un three weeks ago and me mam makes us all wash reg’lar.’

The girl laughed scornfully but Ben noted that her colour, too, had risen. ‘Now you’ll be in trouble,’ she said gloatingly. ‘Miss Elliott! Come at once when I call!’

The tall young woman came towards them. She was dressed in a winter coat made of navy-blue wool with a matching felt hat. It looked a bit like a uniform and must, Ben thought, be far too hot in this mild May sunshine. The young woman looked down at her charge and Ben thought her lips twitched, but could not be certain. ‘Yes, Miss Leonora?’ she said. Her voice was low and pleasant and Ben thought he could detect a trace of a Welsh accent. ‘What’s up now?’

‘This – this guttersnipe called me a very rude name,’ the small girl, who appeared to be called Leonora, said impressively. ‘Make him go away at once, Miss Elliott, or it’ll be the worse for you.’

The young woman had large dark eyes and pale skin, whilst her hair, peeping out from beneath her navy-blue felt hat, was dark and shiny as a blackbird’s wing. Ben saw now that something was definitely amusing her, though she surely could not find the small girl’s rudeness funny? However, she said in a perfectly serious voice: ‘Calling names is rude, Miss Leonora Victoria Hetherington-Smith, and a girl with as many names as you should know it, though I’m pretty sure you were the first to start calling names – you usually are. Anyway, why can’t you both watch the kittens? Surely the window’s big enough!’

‘But he’s an untouchable,’ Leonora almost wailed, the colour in her cheeks darkening from rose to red. Ben thought she looked a good deal healthier when she was angry, but did not intend to tell her so. ‘Oh, how I wish you’d stayed in India, Miss Elliott! If only my dear ayah were here instead, how much happier I should be! Why, you aren’t even a proper governess. You’re just the daughter of a common clerk, when all’s said and done, and I won’t share the window with a guttersnipe whatever you may say, I won’t, I won’t!’

Ben, looking from face to face, saw that though Miss Elliott was smiling, she was also angry. He thought she looked quite dangerous and waited hopefully for her to give Miss Leonora a clack across the ear, but though the young woman folded her lips tightly for a moment it seemed that her sense of humour was stronger than her outrage, for she shook her head gently and took hold of her charge by one skinny shoulder, turning her back towards the window. ‘Watch the kittens and mind your manners,’ she advised softly. ‘And don’t you ever let me hear you call my father a common clerk again. He was a civil servant, an important man with many responsibilities, and a better man never breathed. What is more, you know very well he was your own father’s dearest friend. After my mother died, my father brought me up with almost no help and saw to it that I had a decent education and learned some manners, which is more than you ever did, miss. Now save your breath to cool your porridge and don’t you threaten me again either, because it won’t wash. I’m being employed to keep an eye on you but I don’t believe your aunt would much care if I beat you black and blue so long as you didn’t interfere with her life. Understand?’

Ben had expected the girl to be abashed by Miss Elliott’s words but Leonora merely turned and gave her a glare, then swung round to face the window once more, pressing her nose against the pane. Ben, glancing sideways at her, thought that he had never seen a colder, harder expression on anyone’s face and was accordingly astonished, a few moments later, when he shot another look at her to see two large tears making their way down her thin cheeks.

Ben had honestly thought her the most detestable person he had ever encountered, but at the sight of her tears he began to feel a tiny bit sorry for her. He thought she was probably a kid of only six or seven. He moved nearer, saying in an undertone: ‘You don’t smell, or only of something sweet at any rate. But there’s no cause to go calling names, like the young lady said. Us can both see the kittens, can’t us? And they were mine, honest to God they were, until I put them in the pet shop so’s they could find good homes. I’ll tell you their names if you like.’ Then he added, with more than a touch of curiosity, ‘What’s an untouchable when it’s at home, anyroad? I’ve been called a lot of names in me time, but never that one.’

Leonora pretended to cup her hands round her eyes so that she could see more clearly into the window, but Ben knew she was really wiping away those two tell-tale tears, then she turned to him. ‘An untouchable is someone very low caste, someone who does the dirty jobs around the city which no one else would do,’ she said in a subdued voice. ‘I – I suppose it was rude to call you that, but how was I to know?’ She sighed deeply. ‘This country is very different from India. Oh, I wish I were back there with my own dear ayah to take care of me and my own beautiful house and garden to play in, and the river, and the willow trees …’ Her voice faded into silence.

India! Ben had never known anyone who came from further away than Birkenhead, but he was pretty sure that India was a long way off. There was a globe in his classroom at school and their teacher, Mr Mallory, was fond of pointing out all the pink countries on it. ‘Pink is the colour of the British Empire,’ he had told them. And then he would name the various countries including, Ben was now sure, India. Yes, that was it! India was where the tea came from, and tigers, elephants, ivory, rice, sugar … Impulsively, Ben turned to his companion. ‘India’s a hot country, ain’t it?’ he enquired. ‘But I thought Indians were brown, and wore turban things on their heads and long white robes. You dress quite ordinary, for a girl, and you’re awful pale.’

With flashing eyes, the small girl drew herself up and turned away from the window with a flounce. ‘I am not a native, you horrible boy,’ she hissed. ‘My father happens to be one of the most important businessmen in Delhi and he is one of the richest men in the city as well, and the most powerful. Why, he’s a merchant prince!’

‘Oh aye, and I s’pose you’re a merchant princess,’ Ben sneered, all his dislike of the girl coming to the fore once more. ‘How were I to know …’ But before he could say anything further, the girl had abandoned the window and set off along the pavement. ‘Oh, bleedin’ hell, trust a woman to scream at you and then fly off before you can explain.’

Miss Elliott, however, lingered, even though her charge was scurrying away as fast as her legs could carry her. ‘Miss Leonora’s been spoiled rotten,’ she explained to Ben, giving him a friendly smile. ‘She was born and raised in India with servants to do everything for her; they even laced her shoes and buttoned her coat. What is more, the only other children she met were like herself, over-indulged by everyone. She never got to know ordinary children like you, so I was downright pleased when I saw the pair of you chatting.’ She heaved a deep sigh. ‘But I might have guessed the little madam would start throwing her weight about the moment she got a chance; that’s Lonnie all over. Won’t I just give her a piece of my mind when I get her to myself. The trouble is, she’s lonely, even though she doesn’t know it. That aunt of hers has got a big house and loads of money but she doesn’t want the bother, do you see? She’s furbished up the old nursery at the top of the house and expects the child to spend her life in it, apart from the odd walk of a morning or afternoon. I told her Leonora’d have to go to school once she was settled in so that she could meet other children, but she’s done nothing about it yet.’ The young woman smiled ruefully down at Ben. ‘I don’t know why I’m telling you all this; I suppose it’s because I’m as lonely as Lonnie is. By the way, what’s your name, young man?’

‘I’m Ben Bailey. You come from India, too, don’t you? I’m sorry I fell out wi’ that girl, but it fair made my blood boil, the things she said.’ He glanced up the road and saw, with some satisfaction, that Leonora was retracing her steps, head down, feet dragging. ‘Better say nowt else,’ he said hastily, in a lowered voice. ‘She’s coming back.’

‘Yes, she would come back. She’d never find her way home. We haven’t been in England long enough for her to get used to your ways. Although she’s eight years old, I doubt she could understand the road signs, let alone follow the route we took to get here.’ Miss Elliott raised her voice as the girl approached. ‘Well, Lonnie? Have you come back to say you’re sorry to this young man? He was going to tell you the names of the kittens – aren’t you interested?’

‘Wait on a mo’,’ Ben said in an undertone. ‘You said her name was Leonora Victoria something or other, but you just called her Lonnie. Why’s that?’

‘Shorter,’ the other girl said briefly. ‘Besides, her ayah could never get her tongue round Leonora, so she’s been called Lonnie ever since she was knee high to a grasshopper.’ Ben was not at all sure that he would ever like someone as stuck up and strange as Leonora, but already he realised that he liked Miss Elliott. She had talked to him as though he were grown up and she smiled a lot, not just with her mouth, but with those big dark eyes as well. So he turned back to the window and began to recite the names of the kittens and was presently struck by a wonderful idea. ‘Why don’t you ask Miss Elliott if she’ll buy you one of the kittens?’ he asked urgently, keeping his voice low. ‘You’d like a little cat of your own, wouldn’t you? You could have Tip, he’s the biggest and strongest. Go on, ask Miss Elliott if she’ll buy a kitten for you.’

He expected Lonnie to greet this suggestion with enthusiasm but instead she took a step away from the window, her expression a mixture of fear and of longing. ‘Oh, but suppose it scratches me and gives me rabies or blood poisoning or something horrid?’ she asked plaintively. ‘Suppose it bites me? Miss Elliott’s father was bitten by a snake and he died.’

‘Why, ye-es, but that’s India,’ Ben pointed out. ‘We don’t have things like that in England, you know, and anyway, cats don’t scratch or bite unless you tease ’em. My mam always says if you treat folk nice, they’ll be nice back and I reckon it’s the same wi’ animals. If you’re kind to the kitten and get its meals reg’lar, it’ll be kind to you, see?’

‘Oh, but suppose I tease it by mistake?’ Lonnie said. ‘I’ve never had a kitten, you know. I wanted a monkey ever so badly, or even a parrot, but my ayah screamed and had palpitations every time I suggested it, so I never got a pet of my own, though of course I had my own pony and a mongoose called Freddie, but he ran away when I was six and Father never replaced him.’

Ben stared. A pony of her own; she certainly was a lucky kid. He began to say as much, then remembered that the child had been talking of her past. It was no comfort now that she had once owned a pony and a – a goose or whatever it was she had said. Lonnie turned her gaze back to the kittens in the window, then pointed a trembling finger. ‘They’ve got teeth like little white needles and they do scratch … look at that one!’

Ben looked. Tip had finished cleaning the milk off his paws and was, rather unfortunately, sharpening his claws on a block of wood placed in one corner of the cage for that purpose. ‘That’s wood, stupid,’ Ben said crossly. ‘That’s why it’s in the cage, so’s the kittens can sharpen their claws. They don’t do it on people. Why don’t we jest go into the shop and take a closer look at ’em?’

He half expected Lonnie to object but he had reckoned without Miss Elliott, who had evidently been listening to their conversation. She came briskly up beside them and took Lonnie’s hand, saying bracingly: ‘What a good idea, Lonnie! A kitten will be company for you when I’m busy elsewhere and you’ll soon grow fond of it, you know. As for monkeys, I’ve heard many a servant say that their bite is poisonous, though I don’t believe it myself. Which of the kittens did you like best?’

Ben, leading the way into the shop, wondered if Lonnie might rebel, but though the small girl scowled frightfully and folded her lips into a long, tight line she said nothing, and when Mr Madison lifted the kittens’ cage from the window and placed it upon the floor of the shop so that they might see the occupants more clearly she dropped to her knees and put a finger tentatively through the bars of the cage, gently caressing the tiniest kitten before looking up at the older woman and saying, rather breathlessly: ‘I like this one best, Miss Elliott. I don’t believe it would bite anyone – or scratch, either. Can I have this one?’

Mr Madison gave Ben an approving look; clearly, he thought the boy had been touting for business and appreciated his salesmanship. What was more, Joseph, being the smallest, was the one least likely to survive in the shop, for he would never get as much to eat as his larger, bolder brothers and sisters. Mr Madison extracted the kitten from the cage and put him straight into Lonnie’s arms. ‘You’ve chosen well, miss,’ he said, beaming down upon his customer. ‘This here’s as pretty a kitten as I’ve seen in a long day, tortoiseshell being my favourite colour an’ all. What’ll you call her?’

‘Oh! But this – this boy said its name was Joseph,’ Lonnie informed him, clutching the kitten gently against the front of her red cloth coat. ‘Can you change a kitten’s name, then?’

Miss Elliott chuckled. ‘Joseph’s a boy’s name,’ she said. ‘You could call her Josie, I suppose, but wouldn’t you like to choose a name yourself?’

‘Well, I’ll call her Kitty,’ Lonnie said immediately. ‘There’s a song … Oh, I like little kitty, her coat is so warm, And if I don’t hurt her, she’ll do me no harm, So I’ll not pull her tail, nor drive her away, But Kitty and I very gently will play.’

‘Well done, missie,’ Mr Madison said unctuously, rubbing his hands together and cocking one gingery eyebrow at Ben. ‘Now there’s a few other things you’ll be wanting, since, I’ll be bound, little Kitty here will get nothing but the best from such a smart young lady. You’ll be wanting a nice little bed for her to sleep on, a fluffy ball for her to play with, and later on you’ll be needing a little collar wi’ a bell on it, so’s you know where she is.’

Leonora was nodding eagerly at every suggestion, but Miss Elliott was a trifle more practical. ‘How do you know it’s a female?’ she enquired, digging in her pocket for her purse. ‘I’m not sure we want a male, because they spray, I believe, and smell awfully.’

‘All tortoiseshells is she’s,’ Mr Madison said sweepingly. ‘Same as all gingers is fellers, or almost all, anyroad. Now you’ll want a sizeable basket for her, ’cos she’s a healthy little thing and will go off a pace once she don’t have to fight the others for her share o’ the grub. We do a nice line in woven reed, or wicker’s a bit more substantial …’

‘How much is the kitten?’ Miss Elliott interrupted. ‘We won’t bother with a basket since a nice cardboard box with a piece of blanket in it will suit her for a while yet. But we’ll have a fluffy ball, and when she’s bigger we’ll get a collar with a bell. Not that she’ll be outdoors much, since the nursery’s at the top of the house.’

Mr Madison looked uneasily at Ben, his eyebrows zipping up and down like a couple of caterpillars who have noticed a blackbird fixing them with its beady eye. Ben realised that Mr Madison would have been more comfortable if his young friend never discovered what he charged for the kittens. He was safe enough, however. All Ben wanted for his foundlings was good homes; if Mr Madison liked to price the kittens according to the customer, that was fine by Ben. Mr Madison turned his head away from Ben and dropped his voice. ‘Three shillin’ and that includes the fluffy ball,’ he muttered. ‘Does that suit, madam?’

From the willingness with which Miss Elliott dug into her purse and produced a shiny florin and two sixpences, Ben surmised that Miss Elliott did not find the sum alarming. He had no idea what currency was used in India, but he did know something about the price of kittens and thought that a shilling apiece was what most shop owners asked.

Mr Madison beamed at the coins nestling in his palm and turned round to the shelf behind him, taking a large brown paper bag and a small grey object from it. ‘D’you want to pop the kitten into this ’ere bag?’ he enquired jovially. ‘You don’t want to lose her in the street. She ain’t used to traffic, nor sudden noises – she’s a country cat, she is.’

Ben gasped at this palpable lie and wondered whether Leonora would say something sharp, since he had told her the kittens were his, but Leonora said nothing, merely popping the kitten into the stout brown paper carrier and looking curiously at the little grey object Mr Madison was holding out. ‘What is that?’ she asked suspiciously. ‘Oh, it’s a horrid little dead mouse – take it away!’

Mr Madison chuckled comfortably. ‘It ain’t dead, nor it weren’t ever alive,’ he said. ‘It’s what they call a catnip mouse, missie. It’s just a bit o’ woollen cloth stuffed with catnip and your little kitten will have a grand time a-chasin’ of it when you’re safe home. Good day to you both and thank you for your custom. When the kitten’s old enough, you’ll be needin’ fish ends, cat’s meat and such, so I hope you’ll be poppin’ in again.’

The two females left the shop and Ben would have followed them, but Mr Madison stopped him. ‘You’re norra bad lad,’ the older man said appreciatively. ‘Fancy a Sat’day job and mebbe a bit o’ work after school, like? Only I could do wi’ a lad to clean out cages, food and water bowls and so on. I can’t pay much but mebbe you’d be glad to earn the odd sixpence?’

‘Oh, Mr Madison!’ Ben said rapturously. Every kid he knew was eager to earn the odd penny for this was the Depression and money was hard to come by, even if you were a fully grown man. What was more, he had always loved animals and would enjoy nothing better than helping to keep them clean, fed and watered. ‘It’d be grand to work here. Can I start on Monday? I can be in by half-past four, if I comes straight from school.’

Mr Madison laughed. ‘That’ll do nicely,’ he said. ‘But right now, just you go with them young ladies and make sure they get that kitten home safe.’ He winked at his young companion. ‘More money than sense, wouldn’t you say? Though she parted with her dibs uncommon easy, an’ who am I to complain when a customer pays up wi’out a murmur? Pretty gal an’ all. Now off wi’ you, young man … what’s your name, by the way?’

‘I’m Ben Bailey.’

‘How d’you do, Ben?’ Mr Madison said, bravely holding out a large, clean hand. They shook. ‘Now off with you, because if your little friend loses that kitten there’ll be hell to pay. I were listenin’ when you was a-chatting together – I reckon she’s a real handful, the young ’un, so I’d be happier if you kept watch till they’s safe home.’

Hester Elliott ushered her charge into the big, imposing house in Shaw Street with an inward sigh of relief. She was beginning to wonder whether she would ever grow accustomed to being a governess. The trouble was, she mused, that she had led a highly unconventional life for as long as she could remember, which made it even more difficult to try to get Lonnie to behave conventionally.

Remembering her early years now, Hester thought that no childhood could have been happier or more strange. After her mother’s tragic death, she and Trevor Elliott had grown closer than ever. As a district officer, Mr Elliott had had to travel over a very wide area, and because he trusted no one to look after his daughter save himself, Hester had gone with him.

For Hester, those had been halcyon days. She had had her own small tent, pitched beside that of her father, and during the day the young son of one of his employees had been responsible for her welfare. She had been ten at the time of her mother’s death, and Sanjay only twelve, but he had spent his whole life in the jungles and forests of India and knew as much as any grown man of the perils and pleasures of such a life. Hester soon had implicit faith in his ability to take care of her. If he ran along a fallen tree, his bare, brown feet gripping the creeper-clad trunk, she would follow him, confident that it was safe to do so, but when he guided her round a thicket, telling her that some animal lurked within, she was careful to mimic his every move and to wait, still as a statue, until he gave the command to move on.

It was always hot in the jungle and most Europeans suffered from various forms of prickly heat, sores and sweat rashes, but Hester, wearing as little as possible, and following Sanjay into the coolest and shadiest spots when the sun was at its height, suffered scarcely at all.

This wonderful, free life had continued until she was fourteen, when Sanjay took up an official post as a sort of forest ranger and was no longer available to be her playmate and guardian. By this time, Hester’s father had decided that her education had been ignored for long enough and had sent her to a first-rate boarding school in Paris, where the Sisters of Mercy had made her very happy during her time with them. It seemed that Hester had inherited her father’s quick brain for she speedily caught up with and then overtook her contemporaries. When she was sixteen, she returned to her father’s side once more, helping him with his work and typing out reports with two fingers on the battered old Remington machine he had always used. She had thought that this life would continue until her father’s retirement, but once more tragedy struck. They had been camping in a tiny village and Hester had taken herself off, with a bearer to carry for her, to a bazaar in the nearby town. Upon her return, she found the camp in turmoil; it appeared that her father had been sitting beneath a large tree, dealing with a queue of natives, when a snake had dropped from the branches, close by the bare feet of a small child who had been playing in the dust. Trevor Elliott had snatched the child out of harm’s way in one swift pounce but had not been quick enough to evade the cobra’s strike. Someone had killed the snake, a king cobra at least six feet long, and though they had hurried the sahib to the nearest hospital, they had been too late. By the time Hester had arrived there, Trevor Elliott was already dead.

So when Mr Hetherington-Smith had first suggested that Hester should take on responsibility for his motherless child, she had almost fainted with relief. Her father had died only a matter of weeks before and she had been living with the family of his friend and colleague, Alfred Browning. Mary Browning was the mother of five children, ranging in age from ten years to six months, and though she was perfectly pleasant to the young woman who had been foisted upon her, it was clear that she had no idea what she was to do with the uninvited guest. Members of the Civil Service in India had all the servants they needed, so there was little that Hester could do to help her hostess. Mr Hetherington-Smith’s offer of work had, Hester felt, come in the nick of time and she accepted it gratefully.

What was more, it reminded her of the advice her mother had given her so many years ago. Kia had urged her daughter, almost with her last breath, to go back to England when she was grown up, if the chance ever arose. ‘You should marry one of your own kind. I know you are fond of Sanjay – he is an admirable person, your father values him highly – but believe me, my darling, such a marriage as that would not do. You would be no more acceptable to Sanjay’s people than he would be to yours. And great unhappiness would undoubtedly result. So please, little Hester, go Home when you are a young woman. Don’t try to stay in India for your father’s sake.’

‘But why not, Mummy?’ Hester had exclaimed plaintively. ‘After all, you and Daddy met in India. You’ve never been Home yourself; you’ve told me so many times. Why must I be different?’

Kia’s great dark eyes, burning with fever, had closed for a moment and then snapped open, as though she had suddenly been given some extra strength. ‘Your father is a man in a thousand,’ she had whispered. ‘I was a very lucky woman, but such a love match is rare. Go to England, little sweetheart, where you will meet a great many young men. One of them will be the person with whom you choose to spend the rest of your life.’

Her voice had faded away and Hester’s ayah had hustled her from the room, saying that the memsahib needed rest. Very soon afterwards, Trevor Elliott had come to Hester in her bare little bedroom in the bungalow in the hills and had told her, with tears running down his face, that her mother was dead.

Now, ushering her charge across the wide, tiled hall, Hester reflected that things could have been a lot worse. She might not be an ideal governess but she would do her best to see that Lonnie was decently educated and turned into a little English lady instead of the spoilt, over-indulged child she had known in India.

Life on board the ship returning to England had been a revelation, and not a pleasant one. By the time they reached Liverpool, Hester had been eager to hand over the responsibility for Lonnie to her aunt, although she expected to be retained as a governess until Lonnie started school, as surely she would. When Miss Hetherington-Smith made it clear that Hester’s job as companion and governess to the child would continue indefinitely, she had been at first dumbfounded and then, as she realised how precarious her position was, almost relieved. She decided she would stay in Shaw Street until she had managed to obtain a decent position somewhere else, yet she knew in her heart that her task would not be easy. Lonnie was a little horror, although Hester had sense enough to realise that this was scarcely the child’s fault. Lonnie had been whisked away from all she held dear, dumped on an aunt who did not want her in a cold, northern city where even the language was strange to her. It would have been a miracle had Lonnie taken to her new life, but at least, while Hester remained with her, the two of them could discuss the strangenesses around them and reminisce about the life – and country – that they had left.

For Hester herself was fighting a loneliness greater than any she had ever felt before. She knew nobody apart from the inhabitants of the Shaw Street house, and though the servants were friendly enough they kept her at a distance. Miss Hutchinson, Miss Hetherinton-Smith’s paid companion, who might have befriended Hester, was far too afraid of her employer to risk her annoyance should she disapprove of such a friendship. So though Hester was secure enough, she longed for an ally in whom she could confide, and thought wistfully of her old life in India.

It did not help either Hester or Lonnie that Miss Emmeline Hetherington-Smith neither liked nor understood children. On the day they had arrived, she had made it clear to Hester that she was only accepting Lonnie into her household because the big house in Shaw Street was not hers at all, but her brother’s. He liked to keep a home in Liverpool, the city from which his family had originated, and was quite happy for his spinster sister to live in the house whilst he himself paid all expenses. It seemed that he even made Miss Hetherington-Smith a generous quarterly allowance, so that the elderly woman felt she could not refuse a home to her niece. Accordingly, she had refurbished the nursery quarters at the top of the house which she, her sister Beatrice and the young Leonard Hetherington-Smith had occupied, and had installed Lonnie and Hester up there. The fact that she expected them to remain there, like prisoners, was due, Hester supposed, to a total lack of imagination, for no child wants to spend its entire existence shut away from the rest of the house and missing out on the rich street life it can observe from the nursery windows.

Hester had felt it her duty to point this out to Miss Hetherington-Smith and had accordingly received grudging permission to take the child out once or twice a day, so that she might visit the parks, the shops and other places of interest. ‘She really should go to school,’ Hester had added, emboldened by the fact that Miss Hetherington-Smith had reluctantly agreed to such outings, but the older woman had fixed her with a beady eye and reminded her that: ‘You are employed as a governess, Miss Elliott, so a school is an unnecessary expense. The child never went to school in India, so why should she do so here?’

Hester had tried to explain the importance of Lonnie’s meeting children of her own age, but Miss Hetherington-Smith brushed this aside as irrelevant. ‘She will meet children in the park and very likely in the shops as well,’ she had said. ‘Please don’t suggest school again, Miss Elliott, or you may well find yourself joining the vast numbers of unemployed who haunt the Liverpool streets.’

Hester had folded her lips tightly against a sharp retort, but very soon after this she had begun to examine the advertisements in the office bureaux and employment agencies, and had realised that Miss Hetherington-Smith was right. Work was hard to come by and poorly paid and for the time being at least she had best hold her peace.

So Hester and Lonnie began to fall into a routine. During daylight hours, they spent as little time as possible in the nursery quarters at the top of the house, although Hester made sure that Lonnie did her lessons regularly. They went for sedate walks in the park or strolled up and down the nearby streets, examining the wares in the shops with lively interest. Sometimes they hopped aboard a tram and visited the more sophisticated shops in the city centre and two or three times they had gone down to the Pier Head and walked along the waterfront, though the cold sea wind caused Lonnie to lament her lost India more fervently than ever.

If they met Miss Hetherington-Smith when they returned to the house, she always managed to look both astonished and outraged. Clearly, she felt that children – and their governesses – should be neither seen nor heard and did not allow for the fact that her niece could hardly be expected to enter the house by the back door or to reach the nursery via the servants’ stairs.

Right now, however, the two of them were stealing quietly across the hall towards the stairs when the drawing room door opened and Miss Hutchinson came into the hall. Hester privately considered her a poor fish, almost unable to think for herself and very plainly in considerable awe of her employer. She was a tall, thin woman in her fifties, with light-brown hair braided into two earphones on either side of her narrow head, vague pale-blue eyes and an ingratiating manner. She saw Hester and Lonnie and put a conspiratorial finger to her lips. ‘Hush,’ she breathed. ‘Miss Emmeline is interviewing the cook – we had a shockingly poor dinner last night – so I came out of the room because arguments bring on my palpitations and make me feel quite faint.’

As though her remark had triggered a response from inside the room she had just left, Miss Hetherington-Smith’s voice rose sharply. Miss Hutchinson clapped a hand over her mouth and shot towards the back regions of the house, murmuring between her fingers that she must speak to Mimms, the gardener, since dear Miss Hetherington-Smith wanted fresh roses in the drawing room.

Hester watched her out of sight, thinking what a shame it was that Miss Hutchinson had so little courage. When she and Lonnie had first come to Shaw Street and she had found Miss Hetherington-Smith so set against her charge, she had tried to persuade Miss Hutchinson to intercede on the child’s behalf.

‘A little girl needs companionship, and I need advice. I’ve tried to persuade Miss Hetherington-Smith to let the child have dancing lessons, riding or some other similar pursuit. But it seems she expects me to arrange everything, forgetting I’m in a strange city – a strange land, come to that.’

She had managed to catch Miss Hutchinson on her way to bed and the older woman had flattened herself against her bedroom door, looking absolutely terrified, as though Hester had suggested that she jump into a pit of poisonous snakes, Hester thought crossly.

‘Oh, Miss Elliott, don’t even suggest it,’ the older woman had gasped, her pale face going even paler. ‘Miss Hetherington-Smith would be so very angry and I can’t bear dissension of any sort; it brings on my palpitations and the doctor says I must keep calm. Besides,’ she had added, ‘I know absolutely nothing about children or their requirements, so I can be of no use to you.’

At the time Hester had felt despair and anger mingling over the older woman’s unhelpfulness, but as the days passed she realised that Miss Hutchinson’s position was a difficult one and ceased to expect any support at all from that particular source. Now she watched Miss Hutchinson disappear through the green baize door which led to the servants’ quarters and was about to continue crossing the hall when Lonnie tugged at her hand, pulling her to a halt, and jerked her head at the drawing room door, which had swung open a short way.

‘I think I have shown a good deal of patience, Jackson, considering that most of the food which has appeared on our table has been all but inedible,’ Miss Hetherington-Smith was saying in her harsh, commanding voice. ‘We have had mutton so under-cooked that I was surprised it did not baa when I stuck my carving knife into it and lamb chops over-cooked until the meat shrivels on the bone, puddings which have to be dug out of their dish by main force, vegetables either boiled to a mush or served half raw, and lumpy gravy! Ever since you joined my staff, Jackson, my companion and I have suffered the cruellest pangs of indigestion. As for the food bills … well, they beggar description! What happened to the sirloin steaks, the leg of lamb and the joint of ham for which I paid the butcher such an exorbitant sum last week? Since they did not appear on our table, I assume that the staff must have eaten them in the servants’ hall; unless, of course, they went up to the nursery, which I very much doubt.’

Mumble, mumble, mumble, went Mrs Jackson’s voice. Hester could not hear what the woman was saying, but in any case her protest was soon cut off by Miss Hetherington-Smith.

‘So you will kindly pack your bags, Jackson, and leave at once. I dare say you won’t be surprised to learn that I do not intend to give you a reference.’ Miss Hetherington-Smith’s voice took on a note of deep sarcasm. ‘Not that the absence of a recommendation will bother you, since I have no doubt that you personally wrote the excellent references which enabled you to get your position here.’

For the first time, Mrs Jackson’s voice rose from a mutter to a squawk. ‘I never. Oh, miss, I’ve been ill, norrable to do me wairk like what I normally would! Oh, miss, gimme another chance and I’ll show you wharr I can do. Honest to God, miss …’

‘No, Jackson.’ Miss Hetherington-Smith’s voice was now full of sweet reason. ‘You have had four whole weeks in which to show me your skills, and according to your fellow servants all you’ve shown is a remarkable ability to pass work on to others’ – here Miss Hetherington-Smith’s voice dropped and Hester had to strain to hear the next words – ‘and a great liking for the contents of the bottles which my dear father always kept in his cellars and are now only brought out when we have male company.’

There was another squawk from the cook but even to Hester’s ears this protest lacked conviction. She could hear Mrs Jackson protesting that her mistress’s words were a terrible libel on one who had never touched a drop and signed the pledge at the age of ten, but at this point the sound of footsteps came from the direction of the servants’ quarters and Hester shooed her charge towards the stairs, saying nothing till they reached the security of the nursery. Then Hester blew out her cheeks and flopped into a chair, smiling at Leonora as she did so. ‘Phew! I suppose you heard as much as I did, Lonnie, and I hope you realise that we were eavesdropping and of course eavesdropping is wrong. The truth is, I was so stunned to hear Miss Hetherington-Smith almost shouting that – that I forgot my duty was to ignore it and come straight up here. So we must forget we listened. Is that clear?’

‘I don’t see why it matters,’ Lonnie observed. She knelt down on the rug before the nursery fire and took the kitten out of the paper bag. Settling herself comfortably on a cushion with the small animal on her lap, she glanced up at the older girl. ‘I’ve never met the cook but I’ve eaten her awful food – or tried to, that is – and I can tell you, Miss Elliott, that if she had served food like that to my father in India, he would have ordered her to be torn to pieces by tigers.’

Despite herself, Hester laughed. Not knowing anything about English domestic habits, Hester had assumed that the cold tapioca puddings which had to be carved rather than spooned from their dish, the stews which lurked, almost meatless, below a thick icing of fat, and the inedible boiled potatoes, raw in the middle and falling to pieces on the outside, were considered unsuitable for the ladies of the house but good enough for children and governesses. Hester had taken to buying biscuits and milk and a bag of apples or oranges every time she ventured out, and she and Leonora existed mainly on such fare.

‘Don’t forget I’ve lived in India even longer than yourself, young lady,’ she said. ‘However, I agree that your father would not have tolerated such dreadful food for a week, let alone a month. If Miss Hetherington-Smith engages another cook, at least we may expect nicer meals in future.’

‘I like the milk and biscuits,’ Lonnie observed. Abruptly, she scrambled to her feet, putting the kitten carefully down upon the nearest chair. ‘Should I run down to the kitchen at once, Elliott, before the cook leaves, and ask her for some bread and milk for Kitty?’

‘If you call me Elliott I shall confiscate the kitten and you will find yourself eating bread and water for a week,’ Hester said, only half jokingly. ‘You really must begin to treat adults with a little more respect.’

‘But you’re only a servant …’ Lonnie began, then stopped short. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said humbly. ‘My ayah was a servant but you’re English, and I suppose that makes a difference, doesn’t it?’

Hester sighed. Not for the first time, she felt considerable annoyance over the way Mr Hetherington-Smith had reared his daughter, though it was no different, she knew, from the way most English children were treated on the sub-continent. He had allowed her to consider the servants as inferior beings; in fact it seemed he had encouraged the little girl to believe herself superior to just about everyone. I am going to have to start from scratch, Hester told herself, picking up the kitten and holding it under her chin so that she could feel its purr vibrating through her throat. It really isn’t the child’s fault that she’s so detestable; it’s her upbringing. Aloud, she said: ‘Lonnie, you have a great deal to learn and you may start by remembering that you are a small girl and therefore less important than anyone older than yourself. Can you understand that?’

‘No, not really,’ Lonnie said thoughtfully. ‘But you haven’t answered my question. What am I to call you?’

‘I think it might be easiest if you used my Christian name, which is Hester,’ Hester said. ‘Since I call you Lonnie and not Miss Leonora, it seems fair enough that you should drop the “Miss” as well. But don’t go calling other adults by their first names or they will think you very pert and disagreeable. And now that we’re on the subject, it is not “done” in England to call people by their surnames only; my father used to say all names had a handle and the handle is Mr, Mrs, or Miss.’

‘But Aunt Emmeline called the cook Jackson,’ Lonnie objected. ‘And you called the gardener Mimms yesterday morning, when you were asking him to cut some flowers for the nursery.’

‘There’s another saying which you would do well to remember: don’t do as I do, do as I tell you,’ Hester said, with all the patience she could muster. ‘There are lots of sayings which you would do well to learn and abide by. I shall have to write them out for you so that you can learn them by heart.’

Lonnie was halfway to the door, but she paused and looked back. ‘What sort of sayings?’ she asked suspiciously. ‘Perhaps I already know them – my ayah was very fond of sayings.’

‘Oh, things like: little pitchers have long ears; out of sight, out of mind; do as you would be done by; children should be seen and not heard,’ Hester said glibly, reeling off the well remembered phrases. ‘Now you go off and fetch some milk and I’ll go down to the garden and get Mimms to make up an earth box for Kitty here.’

The two of them left the room and began to descend the stairs. ‘Can I carry the kitten?’ Lonnie said hopefully, but Hester shook her head.

‘Better not take her into the kitchens until you’ve found out how they feel about cats,’ she advised. ‘If Kitty were to puddle on the kitchen floor, it might set the servants against her and we wouldn’t like that, would we?’

‘What about Mimms? I dare say he may not like cats scratching up his garden,’ Lonnie remarked, with quite astonishing shrewdness, considering that she had never owned a cat. ‘And what’s an earth box, anyway?’

‘When kittens are very small and live at the top of the house, they can’t get into the garden to – to attend to their business,’ Hester said guardedly. ‘Kittens are clean little creatures, however, and if we provide a box full of earth the kitten will use it as its WC. Of course, you will have to empty and refill it every day, but you won’t mind that, will you?’

Lonnie, who had been trotting happily down the stairs by Hester’s side, stopped short, eyes and mouth rounding in dismay. ‘You want me to empty kitten poo?’ she enquired incredulously. ‘But Ell … I mean Hester … only an untouchable would do such a thing!’

‘If you want a pet, then you must keep it clean,’ Hester said firmly. ‘Besides, who else could do it? There are no untouchables in England, Lonnie.’

‘Mimms could; or – or the girl with the ginger hair and a tooth missing. Or you could,’ Lonnie said promptly. ‘I don’t see why I should. I’m not even a bit like a servant!’

Hester bit her lip; the child was impossible! But if she did not deal promptly with Lonnie’s queries, the girl would never learn. ‘Don’t argue all the time, Lonnie! Remember, children should be seen and not heard. There is no question of anyone else feeding, grooming or clearing up after Kitty. If you mean to keep her, then you must do all those things yourself. But it isn’t too late; I’m sure the man in the pet shop will take her back if you’ve changed your mind.’

‘Oh, I haven’t, I haven’t!’ Lonnie squeaked, clearly horrified at the mere suggestion. ‘I’ll clean the earth tray, honestly I will, Hester. But no one else may play with Kitty either, because if I have to do the dirty things, then I may have the fun as well, mayn’t I?’

They had reached the hall by this time and Hester agreed that if her charge looked after the kitten, then she might be the only one to play with it as well. After that, she made her way into the garden to beg a seed box filled with earth for Lonnie’s new possession while the younger girl trotted kitchenwards.

Ben followed the two girls and their kitten and was much impressed, when they reached Shaw Street, by the size and splendour of the house into which they disappeared. Joseph, he reflected, had certainly gone up in the world. The house was brick-built, slate-roofed and huge. The windows were tall and narrow, giving the house, Ben thought, rather a mean look, but the front door, large and imposing with a big brass knocker in its centre, an even bigger brass letter box and a huge bell-pull hanging beside it, looked so opulent that it offset the narrow windows.

‘I wonder what it looks like round the back?’ Ben muttered to himself. Ever curious, he walked down Everton Brow and turned left into Haig Street, realising that the house had a huge garden, bounded by a twelve-foot wall. When he stood on the opposite pavement and looked up at the house, he realised that the attic rooms would have a wonderful view and quite envied whoever lived up there; they would be able to see the docks and the River Mersey right across to Birkenhead, he thought enviously, and wondered if it was where the girl – Lonnie – slept. He also wondered what sort of a garden they possessed and whether it was any good for games. Although there was a small wooden door in the wall leading on to Haig Street, it was firmly bolted and in excellent condition; he tried peeping around the edges but it fitted snugly and he could see nothing. Tilting his head back, he looked up at the great, sooty brick wall, but it was far too high to even think of scaling it, which meant he would not be able to get so much as a glimpse of what lay beyond. He knew that there were trees since he could see branches swaying in the breeze above the wall, but other than that the garden was a closed book.

Since he was on Haig Street, he decided it might be worth while to take a look at the other properties; maybe they would not all be so well protected. Accordingly, he strolled along the pavement, peering curiously at the backs of the great houses as he passed them, and very soon found premises into which he could peer with ease. There was a board attached to the gate in the wall here, which read Catholic Women’s League Residential Club. It appeared that the Catholic Women were not as fussy about the upkeep of their property as other residents, for the little door fitted very badly and in fact was hanging by one hinge. By standing on tiptoe, Ben was able to see into the garden. It was a pleasant sight on this sunny May morning. There was a terrace close to the house upon which a number of wrought-iron tables and chairs had been set out. Below the terrace was a wide lawn upon which Ben could see some small metal arches, and closer to Ben was a tarmacked area marked with white lines, with a net suspended about six feet from the ground, bisecting it. Not tennis, Ben mused, nor yet any of the other games he had seen being played in the city parks. He decided he would come back one evening to satisfy his curiosity, then moved on a bit further until he came to a somewhat run down property whose door actually stood open. Above the door the legend Father Branningan’s Orphan Asylum made Ben start forward eagerly. Several members of the Branny attended his school; he might actually see someone he knew in the garden.

This, however, did not prove to be the case. There were half a dozen boys hunting a ball about on the rough ground within the walls, but though Ben took a good look at them they were mostly older than he and he knew none of them.

Retracing his steps, Ben decided that Miss Elliott and miserable little Lonnie were fortunate in their neighbours. The houses directly adjacent to their own were respectable and well kept and when Lonnie was a bit older she could, if she wished, go further along the road and get to know the Father Branny boys. Ben knew from his own experience that they were a friendly lot and guessed they would welcome a neighbour popping in for the odd game of football or cricket.

Walking past the house into which his kitten had disappeared, Ben glanced up at the attic windows and was gratified to see a small face pressed wistfully against the glass. So he had been right! The miserable little girl and her companion must occupy the attic rooms, for even at this distance he recognised Lonnie’s limp hair and pallored, unhealthy-looking complexion. What was more, the child in the window was holding up something small and furry, clearly letting the kitten see what a grand home it now possessed. Much heartened by this, Ben waved and shouted and after a moment Lonnie waved back, though no one could have called it an enthusiastic greeting and indeed, immediately afterwards, she disappeared from behind the glass and did not re-appear again, though Ben waited for several moments more before turning his steps homeward.
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