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How Smoke Got Out of the Chimneys

The rookery of St. Giles ran to the ramshackle, the rickety, and the rancid.  Gray wooden balconies and additions had been built between the yellow brick buildings, stretching over the alleys and back gardens like strings of laundry.  Sometimes whole stories had been built on top of the buildings proper, packed tail to gills with ragamuffins, drunkards, harlots, day-laborers, dock-workers, the blind, the deaf, the mad, the ill, the dying—the dead.

Anything could be hidden in the rookery; likewise, anything that needed to be, could be found.

Even if an enterprising soul such as Caroline had to make sure it was there to be found first. 

She limped along Carrier Street, one hand against the dirty brick walls to keep her balance and the other in her pocket to keep the not-insignificant bag of coins quiet.  

Ten bleeding pounds.

The street seem to lurch and spin around her, making more than one of the night women out in the streets remark that Caroline, a.k.a. the infamous Smoke, a.k.a. the oldest chimney sweep in London, looked worse for drink.  At sixteen, Caroline was still small enough to pass as a twelve-year-old boy, and dressed as such, especially when she was working on rooftops, raising and lowering the little ones down the chimneys.  She had hair and eyes as gray as a London fog, was quiet on her feet and fast with a knife or a hand dipped into a pocket, didn’t rattle off at the mouth like some, and stayed high above the streets most nights.  Less trouble.  

But of course tonight of all nights, here she was, limping along the street like a bird dragging its wing along the ground.

“There goes Smoke,” said one of the night-soil boys, taking a bucket of muck from the rope man, and dumping it in the cart.  She didn’t recognize him, but he recognized her.  Altogether too much recognizing going on this evening.  A hundred eyes watched her.  She could feel them along the back of her neck.

But finally she turned onto Ivy Street, just wide enough for a single horse-cart to pass through, and made it to a set of wood steps clinging to the side of one of the buildings like an old spiderweb.  She sighed with relief and put one foot on the first step—then hesitated.  The money.  

Hasty Wallace, the boss over their gang of chimney sweeps, would have it off her in a heartbeat.  He was nineteen, good-looking by rookery standards, clever but not intelligent, as thick as an ox through the neck and twice as unstoppable, and had a nose for money.  He ran the gang with an iron fist ever since their old leader, a drunkard gentleman-sweep named Hewish, had disappeared.

She couldn’t bear it if Hasty took all her coins.  Not tonight.

After a moment’s thought, she took a single sovereign out of the bag and shoved it inside her shoe.  Then she climbed the steps as normal, whistling the little it’s-me tune they all had to whistle when coming back home again, jiggety jig, and hung the bag off a nail under the landing.  In the dark it was invisible.  She bounced on the landing and it didn’t jingle.

“I’m home!” she called.  On the other side of the door, the little ones cheered.

One way or another, she had to leave this place soon.  She had overheard Hasty talking to a boy, Nevermind Who, about what to do with her, now that she was getting too big, and too old—and too womanly—to fit down the chimney-holes.

Nevermind, who at ten years of age sold broadsheets on High Street, knew just the place for her:  a brothel in Whitechapel.

***

Their little hidey-hole was a wooden lean-to squashed between two buildings, the floor wedged into the dark crack between them.  It was a thin, narrow room with a curtain across one end, which contained Hasty’s pallet and a locked trunk.  The rest of them slept wherever they could—straw ticks, bundles of old clothes begged from one charity or another, on a piece of ragged rug found in the street.  Wind whistled through the cracks and the fog left damp trails on the skylight overhead.
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