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How Smoke Delivered A Christmas Present

 

Caroline, a.k.a. the infamous Smoke, squatted on a rooftop on St. George’s Drive in Pimlico. The houses across the street were all white stucco with curly bits on, two storeys up and one storey down. Very upper-class. 

The most part of her attention, however, was on the backsides of the houses facing Cambridge Street. 

The air was cold and damp and misty, the kind of mist that would sting her face if she waited around long enough. The cobbles in the streets glistened wet, but not icy, and the roofs were warm enough, especially next to the chimneys. The air bit her tongue when she stuck it out, part cold and part sulfurous London fog.

She huddled into her bad old coat, the one whose stink lay between that of a badger and a cesspit. The coat was so big, and she was so small even at the age of sixteen, that it engulfed her. It had a gray fur collar that matched her hair, could keep out rain, and had many clever pockets sewn into the lining—it was a gambler’s coat from the time of King George, and it had so much personality that it could almost deal from the bottom of the deck all by itself. 

The night was early, not yet eight o’clock.

And yet it appeared she had arrived far too late.

The back of Number 137 looked the same as the rest of the townhouses in the row, with a sunken, narrow door for servants and deliveries, barred windows at the ground level, and a small patch of greenery where a few trees in pots grew behind a five-foot brick wall. The heavy drapes on the other sides of the windows were closed, all but for one room at the top, under the eaves.

The window had been marked with a black cross, made of dirt or soot. Otherwise, the house looked exactly the same as every other house.

But what that cross meant was trouble.

The Chimney Sweepers and Chimneys Regulation Act, passed by Parliament, had broken up a lot of chimney-sweep gangs—for a while. It was common practice to send half-starved orphans, most under the age of six, down chimneys to clean out the creosote with brushes. Caroline had been in a chimney-sweeping gang more than once; it was probably the reason she was still so small—she was no bigger than a twelve-year-old boy, and was still flat enough to pass for one.

Then the Sweepers Act had been passed, and the little sweeps had been driven out of their homes in the rookeries of St. Giles and the other poor parts of London. After that a few bribes had been paid, the peelers had stopped being so hard on offenses, the old gang bosses had picked up new orphans, and it had started all over again.

But by then it was too late for the ones who’d been turned out onto the streets.

Caroline had argued that it was only fair and right that she bring home every one of the abandoned orphans she could find. But Miss Angelica Nankervis, her benefactress, had put her foot down after an even dozen. 

“That is quite enough orphans,” she had said. Then she had given Caroline a Look.

Caroline had known better than to press her luck with Miss Nankervis. Miss Nankervis owed Caroline her life and liberty—which was exactly the kind of debt that would get Caroline thrown out on her ear if she reminded Miss Nankervis of it too often. For Miss Nankervis, despite being scarred all over her bald, pale white head, bearing a limp, standing as tall as a giant, and probably being the illegitimate daughter of a certain extremely discredited gentleman, was quite proud. 

And so Caroline had been bringing orphans in one or two or three at a time, washing them off, training them up to say please and thank you and to say their prayers, then sending them off to such homes as would dole out charity, as long as the recipients didn’t smell too badly and could be relied upon to be grateful and polite.

Over two dozen of the orphans had been let out to middle- and upper-class families in London. Miss Nankervis was getting quite the reputation for tastefully charitable work. And they had only had a bad infestation of the fleas once, before Caroline learnt to get rid of the orphans’ clothing and bathe them in vinegar and witch hazel before she brought them to the spacious, pleasant white marble townhouse on Belgrave Place. 

She hadn’t had a problem with any of the families, either—until now. 

The family that lived at Number 137 Cambridge Street was called the Crofts, and was led by a mill owner named William. He had a wife named Edith, and two children, boys, named Henry and Walter, aged thirteen and twelve, who were still at some public school over the holidays. Their mills were in Yorkshire, the West Riding. 

Mr. William Croft had begged for the company of some of the smallest, most desperate orphans, as soon as possible, and had been charged with the protection of three of them: Grace (aged six), Louis (aged four), and Charlie (a red-headed dragon at the elderly sweep’s age of seven). 

If there was any trouble, the orphans were to mark the window with a soot cross at night, and wipe it away in the morning.

The orphans should have been sent up to bed already. But inside the dim room, three empty beds lay in a row on the wall opposite the window.

Caroline watched for another moment more, considering. Then she climbed down the back of the house on St. George’s, careful not to slip on the wet brown brick that made up the rear of the houses (and which did not match the white stucco fronts), then climbed up the back of Number 137 Cambridge. 

In two minutes she was using a jemmy, a thin strip of metal with a handy notch cut into it, to wriggle open the latch, which of course from the inside was too high up for the orphans to reach.

· · ·

Inside the house it was deathly silent. The three beds were made up like bricks, with sharp corners on the thin blankets. The thin pillows were trapped under a fold of the blankets, looking painfully smothered. 

Underneath the three wood bedsteads was nothing, not a single shoe or speck of dust. The wooden East India tea crate with the orphans’ belongings sat near the doorway, carefully squared against the wall, the top still sealed up with nails.

Caroline ran her hand over the lid. Her suspicions were quickly turning to the worst.

She crept to the door and looked down the stairs. The walls of the attic landing were bare, with just enough flowered wallpaper at the top of the stairs to look proper if someone should happen to glance upward from the stairwell below. The next storey had gilt-framed paintings hung along the walls, packed in so tightly that barely a square inch of paper was visible. Below the paintings was wainscoting stained dark brown and polished until it caught the light coming up from below. At the turn of the stair was a piece of stained glass, to let the light in but keep out the sight of the back garden. The balusters were great pot-bellied pieces of turned dark wood, and the stairs had a carpet runner with brass rods to hold it in place. 

The stairs seemed to stop at the ground floor, with the dark floorboards holding a small table with a glass oil-lamp and a fern. Spittle, had she unleashed it, would have fallen straight down past the twisting banister and landed directly in the center of the leaves.
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