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            Thou who wast rich beyond all splendor

All for love's sake becamest poor

 

- Frank Houghton
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CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]




Nobody loved the mud and muck that filled the streets of London, but it was young Derby’s life. 

The foul-smelling sludge of dirt, sewage, manure, and all manner of rotting things coating the cobblestones caused the gentlefolk to press handkerchiefs over their noses in disgust, lift their long skirts, and pick their careful way across the streets to get as little of it as possible on their fine shoes. But for young Derby, it meant the prospect of a good day’s work. Each morning, he rose at dawn and made his way to his usual place along a busy thoroughfare near Covent Garden, and if he found the street particularly filthy, he would smile. The thicker the mud, the more he and his broom would be needed when a gentleman or lady wished to cross the street.

“Sweep the crossin’ for you, ma’am?” Derby said to one such lady, doffing his cap and speaking in his most genteel voice. It did not sound very genteel at all, for—having grown up around naught but other street urchins—he had never been taught what one might call “proper” speech. But his attempts to imitate the accents of the posh folks who passed by his crossing every day, while not terribly successful, always seemed to charm the ladies.

“Thank you, boy,” replied the lady. Her voice was very genteel indeed.

Derby replaced his cap on his head and darted out into the street, broom in hand. Avoiding the passing carts, carriages, and pedestrians with a skill that came from years of practice, he swept aside the muck so that the lady, and the gentleman upon whose arm she walked, could reach the other side with minimal injury to their shoes and her skirt and petticoats.

As Derby worked, he listened to the conversation of the lady and gentleman behind him, and a hopeful smile spread across his face. The man pontificated to his companion about the plight of London’s poor, and the lady interjected with many sympathetic clucks and sighs. He might get as much as a penny out of this pair, and they would pride themselves on their generosity. 

Once Derby and his customers reached the other side of the street, he swept a deep bow—as elegantly as he could—then stood to attention, his broom held at his side like a soldier’s staff. He fixed his large brown eyes expectantly on the lady, but she was occupied with twisting the hem of her skirt this way and that, inspecting it for splatters of mud. Derby turned his attention instead to the gentleman, who was absorbed in a lengthy oration upon the need for education for the lower classes, and took no notice of Derby’s hopeful gaze. 

Derby coughed loudly.

“Take this boy, for instance,” the gentleman said suddenly, sweeping his gloved hand in Derby’s direction, though he still looked at the lady.

Derby stood up straighter and opened his eyes wider.

“He can’t be more than—” The gentleman turned to Derby. “How old are you, boy? Ten? Eleven?”

Derby had no idea, but thought it best to agree with the gentleman. “’Bout that, I s’pose,” he said.

“A perfect example of what I say!” the man declared, still waving the gloved hand in Derby’s direction without looking at him. “This boy doesn’t even know his own age. Such ignorance abounds in these streets!”

Derby might have protested, but still hoping to receive something from the man, he held his tongue.

“How very sad,” cooed the lady, then together they turned and continued on their way, without another thought for the young crossing sweeper.

Several unkind names gathered themselves into Derby’s mouth, but just as he was prepared to spit them out at the backs of the ungrateful couple, he stopped and swallowed them. A flash of white in the gentleman’s pocket had caught his eye.

A handkerchief. It looked like silk, with lacing around the edges, very fine. The man must have been careless about replacing it in his pocket after using it to ward off the stenches of London’s streets, and the corner hung out within easy reach.

Derby tucked his broom into a recess in a nearby wall, then, weaving expertly around passersby, he crept up close behind the ungrateful gentleman. Before you could say Jack Robinson, the man’s pocket was empty, and a fine silk handkerchief was stuffed up Derby’s sleeve. The ungrateful gentleman still prattled along to his lady, perfectly unaware of his loss.

Derby chuckled, turned on his heel, and made his way back to his post.

“Oi! You, lad!” cried a voice.

At the sound of the voice, Derby turned around and saw his least favorite sight: a police constable with eyes fixed on him. Had he seen Derby lift the handkerchief? Derby considered feigning innocence. Sometimes his large, frank eyes and a bewildered, “Who, me, sir?” worked well enough to get him out of a scrape. But if the peeler took it into his head to search Derby for the stolen goods, there would be trouble. Derby had not had the time to adequately hide the handkerchief, and he certainly could not do it now that the constable was moving closer, watching him.

“Come ’ere, lad!” The peeler crept forward with a wave that he probably thought friendly and inviting, but Derby heard the threat in his voice and decided on his other usual means of defense. 

He ran.

“Oi! Stop!” the peeler yelled after him, but Derby did not stop. He weaved through the crowds and dashed across the muddy streets where the traffic was thickest. Horses’ hooves and carriage wheels flashed and rattled around him, but he slipped through them with hardly a thought. 

Derby had a gift; he could find a path through the heaviest traffic and tightest places almost without trying. His gift was what made him such a superior crossing sweeper. It also made him exceptionally good at evading the police.

However, his talent did not seem to be serving him well today. Even as he criss-crossed over busy thoroughfares, turned unexpected corners, and tried to lose himself in the crowds, that constable was behind him still. The distance between Derby and his pursuer grew steadily wider, but not fast enough.

Passersby began to notice the chase, and many even tossed aside their apple baskets and meat cleavers to join in. The last thing Derby wanted was to be caught and appear before a magistrate. What might happen to him then—he could not bear even to think of it. He ran faster, his keen eyes watching for an empty alley or doorway he could duck into or a pile of crates or rubbish in which he might hide.

As he rounded a corner and plunged once more into the thick of the street traffic, he spotted something more useful than an empty doorway. Bartholomew the cab-horse trotted down the street, pulling Phil’s hansom cab behind him.  

That’s the ticket, Derby thought. He sprinted to catch up with the cab, then, without hailing the driver or waiting for him to slow, grabbed hold of the carriage door and vaulted himself inside.

“Great boilin’ firepots!” exclaimed Phil from his seat at the back of the cab.

“It’s me, Phil!” Derby called, ducking down on the straw-covered floor. “Got a peeler after me!”

“What’ve you done?” Phil said, giving the reins a little flick and encouraging Bartholomew to increase his pace a bit.

“Nuffink wot I’m ashamed of!” answered Derby.

“I’m sure you ain’t,” Phil said with a chuckle. “Oi! There goes your procession! Two peelers now, and six or seven others! Boilin’ firepots, you’ve caused a stir! Shall I give ’em a shout an’ a wave?”

“Do, an’ I’ll cut ’oles in your seat cushions, I will!” Derby said savagely.

Phil laughed. “’Ave a care for a poor cabby’s seat cushions! They take a beatin’ enough without your ’elp. There, they’ve passed on by now. You’re clear of ’em.”

“Good.” He stood up and put a hand on the carriage door. “You can drop me, then. I ’ope no one’s pinched my broom.”

“Now, who’d do a thing like that?” said Phil with an ironic chuckle.

The chuckle was because Phil knew as well as Derby did that it was by the discovery of an apparently abandoned broom that Derby had found his start in his current occupation. A tiny child, he had been scarcely big enough to manage the broom, but it allowed him to make his own way, and it was a long mile better than where he had been.

“Shall I drop you back at your crossin’?” Phil continued.

“Think I got the coin for a ride in a cab?” Derby laughed.

“I’m goin’ that way anyway. Keep Bartholomew company for a bit? Mind—if a payin’ fare turns up, out you go.”

“All right, then.” He flopped back against the cushions that he had so recently threatened. “You goin’ by Cheever’s then?”

“It’s on the way.”

“Drop me there, will you?”

Phil let out a breath with a flutter of his lips that gave a fair imitation of the snorting sounds Bartholomew made. “Better you than me. Cheever gives me the shivers.”

“’E gives me a nice bit o’ coin for these little trinkets.” Derby pulled out the fine silk handkerchief and twirled it around his fingers.

“What’d you get this time?” From his seat above the carriage, Phil could not see the bit of finery in Derby’s hand.

“Wipe,” Derby replied. “From a gent’s pocket. Could be worth two shillings, maybe more.”

“So that’s why you got the peelers after you.”

“A man’s gotta make his livin’ and I make mine however I can.” He gave the handkerchief one more twirl around his fingers and stuffed it back up his sleeve.

“An’ you wiv a legitimate occupation sweepin’ the crossin’!” Phil exclaimed. “I wouldn’t risk my neck for silk ’andkerchiefs, that’s a fact.”

“Ain’t no one askin’ you to,” Derby said, then repeated forcefully, “I make my livin’ ’owever I can.” 

Another snorting noise emanated from Phil’s seat. “Well, I’m glad I can make mine without spendin’ much time around Cheever.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Huddled at the dingiest end of an alley so narrow that a person might walk by it a hundred times and never know it was there, stood a squat little shop. A wide window at its front displayed an eclectic assortment of dishes, silverware, copper pots, wheels, clothing items, shoes, books, toys, rugs, and pictures. A sign overhead, painted in chipped gold lettering, declared it “Cheever’s Miscellany.” It was toward this shop that Derby made his way after leaping out of Phil’s hansom cab with a quick farewell to his friend.

Though dusk had only just begun to fall, it was already near dark in the alley. On that dismal little street, the gloom of twilight seemed to linger continuously, even on the brightest of days, and what little light there was hastened away into deep shadows at the first hints of nightfall. Derby did not mind the dark. He trotted his familiar way down the narrow alley, past weary-looking shops whose primary virtue (perhaps only virtue) was that their wares could be bought very cheap. He reached the shop at the end, and, without a glance at the gold lettering overhead or the goods in the window, he pushed open the door and entered.
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