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Chapter 1

Hannah Miller rested her head against the brick wall.

‘Are we safe now?’ whispered Alice as she snuggled against Hannah.

‘I think so,’ answered her sister, putting a comforting arm around her and drawing her close.

Hannah looked down on the blonde, ruffled, untidy head leaning on her chest. Under the closed lids were the bluest of eyes. Alice was so different from her, in ways as well as looks but she loved her young sister dearly. Hannah brushed aside a troublesome strand of her own long dark hair which she wore pulled back and tied with a thin piece of frayed black ribbon. Her high cheekbones, a full, sensuous mouth and dark, smouldering eyes, were a legacy from her father whilst Alice, who was three years younger than her, had a small pixie face and dimpled cheeks. Her face, Hannah thought fondly, always reflected her feelings: lighting up when she was happy, her mouth quick to turn down when she was sad. Hannah herself had learnt to be more careful about what she showed to the world. Alice, who was still a baby in so many ways, only came up to her sister’s shoulder, and because her right leg had been badly set after a fall a few years ago, had a slight limp.

Hannah shivered. Although it was May it was warm, but she knew they would be cold again tonight if they didn’t find proper shelter. She looked towards the pile of rubbish they were hiding behind, terrified the old woman would find them. Scared and breathless, they had run as fast as they could and had been  lucky to find a few loose boards in a wooden fence at the end of a dark alley. They had squeezed through, and were surprised to find the yard full of old and broken furniture. Swiftly and quietly they had concealed themselves, then slid to the ground exhausted.

If only they had some decent clothes, thought Hannah, brushing the mud from her pinafore; then they wouldn’t look so much like dirty ragamuffins. Yesterday had been her birthday: she was now fifteen. Since they had moved to Uncle Harry’s, she had had to grow up very quickly. Hannah reflected on the past few days, the living from hand to mouth, sleeping where they could, and eating anything anybody threw away. Slowly tears filled her eyes. Everything had happened so quickly. Why did Uncle Harry drink so much? If only Papa was still alive. Hannah sighed. Dear, dear Papa, how they missed him. He’d been so gentle, always cheerful despite everyone saying he couldn’t bring up two girls on his own.

Alice stirred. Hannah knew she had to look after her; they only had each other now. She gently brushed the hair away from Alice’s face. I’ve got to protect her, just as I promised Papa, she told herself, as if saying it would make it happen. First she had to find somewhere to live, – but where could she start? If only they could find their way back to Richmond, back to their old home, back to the green fields and the nearby river. But Hannah knew that was impossible. They were hopelessly lost, and besides, a new man was living in their old home. Hannah tried desperately to stop any of her tears from falling on to Alice’s head. After all, she was the eldest, and she had to put on a brave face.

‘How long are we going to sit here?’ asked Alice.

‘A little while longer.’ Hannah ran her sleeve under her nose and cocked her head. The sound of horses’ hooves and the steel rims of the cart wheels rattled over the cobbled street  that ran along the bottom of the alley, mixed with general distant noises of dogs barking, women shouting, and men whistling. The sun had moved round and its rays were now warming her. She relaxed and for a moment felt safe, reluctant to move.

‘I wish we were still with Miss Jordon,’ said Alice.

‘So do I, but you know she couldn’t look after us.’

Alice nodded. ‘I know, but that doesn’t stop me from wanting to see her. Why couldn’t she take us to America with her?’

‘Alice, don’t start. We’ve been over and over this for years. She was marrying her young man, and they didn’t want two orphans hanging round them.’

‘We’re not babies,’ Alice said sulkily.

‘I know that.’

‘I thought she liked us.’

Hannah couldn’t see Alice’s face, but she knew from her tone she was pouting. ‘She did. But she was only our teacher.’

‘I still think she should have taken us.’

She also knew Alice had to have the last word, and so held her tongue.

Hannah brought her hand up and quickly brushed away a tear as she sat and thought of all that had happened in the last few years. She’d been ten when dear Papa had been killed by a horse and, that day, their lives had changed.

At first they had lived with Miss Jordon, their teacher at the village school. When they told her they had an aunt living in Fulham, Miss Jordon had written to Aunt May telling her of the girls’ plight. She had also told her about her planned new life in America, and that she couldn’t take the girls.

Aunt May was their only living relative, and finally, when Miss Jordon went away, they were sent to live with her and Uncle Harry. They had never been to Fulham before and were upset at all the dirt and grime around them, and the squalid room they lived in above the stables. Although Aunt May  worked hard to keep it clean, it was run down and dilapidated, with the rain continually dripping through the roof. Poor Aunt May; Hannah almost felt ashamed that they had run away from her. Perhaps Aunt May needed them – Hannah prayed for her to get better. Oh, if only Miss Jordon could have looked after them, then they wouldn’t be here now, hiding like common criminals.

Guilt filled her. They shouldn’t have left Uncle Harry like that, not like that. What if he was dead?

She looked down at Alice’s dark print frock. It was faded, and far too small for her; Hannah cringed in sympathy when she remembered the multicoloured bruise that was hidden under her long sleeve. Hannah knew all too well how much it would hurt: she winced when she recalled the pain she had felt the many times Uncle Harry had thrown her against the wall, or beat her with his wide leather belt if she had accidentally upset his jug of ale, or just got in his way. Again Hannah wondered if Aunt May was all right. She had often talked about their mother who had died many years before. Hannah could barely remember what she looked like, though Aunt May had told them many times how lovely she was, and that Alice resembled her. Poor Aunt May was nothing but a drudge: the tired look on her pale face and the sad blue eyes would always be with Hannah. She could almost feel the rough red hands trying to comfort them when Uncle Harry was in a black mood. Why had he been so hard on them? Was it because he and Aunt May had never had children, and he was jealous of his wife’s sister having had them?

Suddenly there was a noise in the yard, and Alice’s head jerked up. ‘Will she catch us?’

‘No,’ whispered Hannah, ‘not if we’re quiet.’ She prayed they were safe and out of sight. She wrinkled her nose at the smell of the rotting vegetables and rubbish they were hiding  behind, thankful at least that the pile of old doors and broken furniture was offering some form of refuge. Something was scratching around in the rubbish, making a rustling sound. Hannah held her breath and pulled Alice closer.

In the far comer of the yard a great commotion broke out. A dog started barking and an old woman’s high-pitched voice screamed out, ‘Ger out o’ it.’

The dog began yelping and they could hear a stick hitting the ground. ‘I said git out o’ it yer dozy flea bag. Ger after it, then.’

Suddenly their protection was being dragged away. Two little beady black eyes peered through the ripped cloth of a three-legged chair. Its nose twitched as it sniffed the air, its long whiskers trembled. Hannah froze. She hated rats, and to be this close was more than she could stand. Alice began to cry.

‘Shh, shh,’ said Hannah, pushing her head down.

‘I’ll git yer, yer dirty filthy little . . .’ The voice was getting louder.

The sound of boxes and furniture being tossed aside was almost on them, and the noise of a stick thrashing about came nearer. Hannah’s eyes were riveted on the large brown rat with a long thin, sleek tail. With a chorus of squeaks, he jumped over her head and disappeared.

‘Well, well, well, what’ave we got’ere then?’ An old woman was standing over them.

Hannah couldn’t speak as she gazed up at this large blob of a woman, wearing run-down slippers and wrinkled stockings. Despite the warmth of the day she was wearing a man’s long black overcoat, frayed at the sleeves and much too large for her. Her face was bloated, and Hannah couldn’t see her eyes: as she squinted against the sun they were lost in her podgy face. Most of the mass of ginger-coloured hair was scragged on top of her head, the rest hung limply down. It made her  look like a witch Hannah had seen in a picture book. She felt Alice shudder.

‘Well, bugger me if it ain’t the bloody kid wot pinched me bread.’ As the woman shuffled towards them they squashed themselves against the wall, trying to make themselves as small as possible.

‘Bonzo,’ she yelled over her shoulder. ‘Come ’ere, yer daft git. Come and sort these two out.’

A big sandy-coloured, mangy-looking dog pushed past his mistress and bounded towards the girls. Alice screamed and started to cry again.

Although Hannah was shaking with fear, she stood up and confronted the dog. ‘Go away,’ she shouted, flapping her hands.

‘’Ere, don’t yer shout at me dog,’ the woman ordered.

Alice, who was still crying and clinging on to Hannah’s leg sobbed, ‘I’m sorry. I was ever so hungry.’ She struggled to her feet.

‘I don’t bleeding care.’ She wagged her finger in Alice’s face. ‘Yer ain’t pinching me bread from out me mouth.’

‘She didn’t,’ said Hannah, smoothing down her torn, dirty pinafore. ‘She took it out of your shopping bag.’

‘Don’t yer git saucy wiv me, gel.’

‘I can’t give it back,’ said Alice cautiously, patting the dog that was now sniffing round them, wagging its tail.

‘What yer doing ’iding round ’ere?’

‘Nothing,’ said Hannah.

‘Don’t give us that.’

‘We’re having a game,’ she said, desperately forcing herself to think of some excuse.

‘Who yer running from?’

‘No one,’ said Alice weakly.

The old woman threw her head back and laughed. ‘’Ere, it ain’t the rozzers?’

‘No.’ Hannah nervously looked down at her well-worn black button boots and began to straighten her black stockings, but they had so many holes in them that she gave up. She suddenly jerked her head up and, trying to control her panic, asked, ‘You won’t tell the police, will you?’

‘I should cocoa,’ said the ginger woman drily.

‘Thank you. Come on Alice.’ Hannah took hold of her sister’s hand and they started to move away.

‘’Ang on ’alf a mo. Looks like me dog’s taken a shine ter yer. Why don’t yer come back ter my place, I can give yer a bowl of soup.’

Hannah stopped. ‘Why?’

‘Yer looks ’alf starved. And I fink I can find yer a little job ter do.’ She cast her beady eyes over Alice.

‘Doing what?’ asked Hannah suspiciously.

‘I’ll tell yer later. Come on.’

‘Doing what?’ asked Hannah again.

‘Come on, if yer wants a nice big bowl of soup.’

Hannah looked down at Alice who was nodding eagerly. She could almost see her drooling. Well, they were both very hungry.

As they followed the old woman, Hannah noticed that for the first time in days there was a smile on Alice’s pixie face, the dog, who had big feet and a long bushy tail, bounding at her heels as she limped along. Alice, she thought proudly, had a way with animals, one of her few sources of pleasure at the stables.

‘I only lives just round the comer, in ’Ope Street,’ the woman shouted over her shoulder. ‘By the way, you two can call me Maudie. Everybody else does.’

They squeezed through the fence and followed Maudie along the road, passing a pub, a grocer’s and a butcher’s. They turned the comer and walked down a narrow street that had a row of  dingy terraced houses on both sides, the front doors opening straight on to the pavement. Hannah was sure she saw some of the yellowed lace curtains twitch. Two women who were standing at their front doors stopped talking as they approached. When the three of them had gone past, one of the women shouted, ‘See yer got yerself some more bloody strays then.’

Maudie quickly turned. ‘Mind yer own bloody business, yer nosey old cow.’

‘That’s very nice, I must say.’

Hannah and Alice stopped to look at the thin woman who, with a pinched, sallow face, nervously folded her arms and leant against her front doorpost, staring back at them. ‘Wot yer gonner do wiv ’em then?’ She inclined her head towards Hannah and Alice.

Maudie came up to them. ‘Come on, gels, don’t take no notice of ’er,’ she said, gently pushing them forward.

‘Who is she?’ asked Hannah as they moved on.

‘Don’t worry about ’er,’ Maudie sniffed. ‘Dunno ’er name, everybody calls ’er Mrs Nosy, been ’ere fer years, she ’as.’

Hannah was worried, and quickly gave her another look before hurrying on.

A large building dominated the end of the street. It looked empty and, with all the windows boarded up, sinister. As they got nearer, Hannah could see Hope Street was a dead-end.

Maudie stopped in front of a pair of rusty old gates. ‘Frough ’ere.’ The gate’s hinges squeaked in protest.

Trembling, Alice grabbed hold of Hannah’s hand.

‘In here?’ asked Hannah. ‘You live in here? It looks empty.’

‘Yer, it is. Come on, don’t ’ang about.’

The girls tagged behind, reluctant to enter the cobbled yard. They passed an ancient warehouse towering above them and, moving round the back, stopped in front of a long, low building whose chimney was almost as tall as the red-brick building.  Puffing and blowing, Maudie pushed aside a sheet of corrugated iron that had been wedged in front of a doorway.

They went down a long passage, and through a door that led into a large room; gradually their eyes, after coming in out of the bright sunlight, became accustomed to the dim surroundings. There was a musty smell of damp and washing. Hannah stood and looked around her. It had light coming in through the very high windows; they were streaked with dirt and paint. In one comer was a pile of old mattresses, most of which were split and had the flock spilling out. There were several chairs, most of them in a dilapidated condition. Some had great tufts of horsehair stuffing sprouting from them, and the large table in the middle of this vast room had a brick wedged under one leg to even it up. Maudie shuffled across the room, took her coat off and threw it on a chair. Much to Hannah’s surprise her brown frock was covered with a very clean white wrap-around pinafore. She watched the old woman go over and plonk herself in one of the two wooden armchairs that stood in front of a black stove.

‘This was the boiler ’ouse. It’s real cosy in the winter.’ Maudie tucked some hair behind her ear.

Hannah suddenly felt very grubby, and she too pushed a few strands of tangled hair away from her face.

The dog, wagging his large tail, wandered around then blew noisily through his nose, sniffed, and walked round and round in a tight circle a few times before settling on a moth-eaten rug at Maudie’s feet.

‘Well, gels, this is me ’ome. Now wot’s yer names?’

‘I’m Hannah, and this is my sister Alice.’

‘Very nice. Now, d’yer wonner tell me where yer comes from?’

They both looked down.

‘Well please yerself, but it ain’t from round ’ere, yer don’t  talk like us. Just as long as we don’t ’ave the law round ’ere looking for yer yer can stay.’

Hannah felt her face flush. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered, grateful Maudie wasn’t going to ask too many questions, wondering if this was really what they should be doing.

Maudie stood up. ‘Right, well, now we know each ovver I’ll put the kettle on. Don’t stand there wiv yer tongues ’anging out. Come over ’ere and I’ll show yer where all me fings are.’

As Hannah moved forward, she put her hand behind her for Alice to grab hold of. ‘What sort of work do you want us to do?’ she asked.

‘If yer gits up first yer ’as ter light the fire. There’s plenty o’ wood outside,’ said Maudie ignoring the question. ‘Watch. And the matches stay ’ere in this cupboard. I don’t want yer running off wiv ’em ter light yer fags, savvy?’

Hannah noticed the cupboard had an assortment of mugs and cups, some cracked and without handles. There was an array of plates, and a few bowls and the deep chipped sink had a wooden draining-board either side. Against another wall stood an old and large carved oak sideboard, with shelves up one side holding many pretty ornaments. A mirror hung over it.

Maudie lifted the kettle and shook it. ‘There’s enough in ’ere fer us. This used ter be a wash-’ouse, so there’s plenty o’ water, and a tap and bog outside. I try ter keep the place nice,’ she said proudly. ‘But some I’ve ’ad ’ave been right little cow-sons, right dirty little bleeders. Some ain’t never been inside a wash-’ouse before. Ain’t even ’ad a wash, some of ’em, that’s except Dolly and Jack.’

‘You’ve got other children?’ asked Hannah in surprise.

‘Yer, five. Now it’s seven wiv you two.’

‘Have you got a husband?’

‘Na, they ain’t my kids really, I just took ’em in orf the street.’

‘Where are they?’

‘At work.’

‘What do they do?’

‘Yer a nosy little cow, ain’t yer?’ Maudie said accusingly.

Hannah hung her head. She was worried. What did this woman want from them? ‘Sorry, it’s just that . . .’

‘’Ang on, the kettle’s boiling. Bet yer fancy a cuppa?’

‘Please,’ said Alice. ‘We’ve not had one since . . .’ Hannah pulled at her hand. ‘Since this morning,’ she added quickly.

Maudie took a brown enamel teapot from the cupboard and carefully measured out one teaspoonful of tea from a tin caddie, added the boiling water, and stirred it vigorously. ‘As yer can see I like ter keep everyfink nice and proper-like. Gawd ’elp anyone wot lets me down.’ She picked an enamelled milk jug from out of the galvanized bucket resting on the stone floor, took the wet cloth covering the jug off, and sniffed it. ‘It’s on the turn, but it’ll do. Put this lot on the table. D‘yer want sugar?’

‘Please,’ said Alice sweetly, and the dimples in her cheeks deepened.

Maudie brought a bowlful of sugar from the cupboard and plonked it on the table. ‘Yer a pretty little fing and no mistake – ’ow old are yer?’ she asked Alice as she poured the tea into two chipped cups.

‘I’m nearly twelve,’ she replied confidently. ‘And Hannah’s fifteen now.’

‘Fifteen, eh?’

‘It was her birthday a few weeks ago.’

Hannah quickly shook her head at Alice. She didn’t want to talk about the past.

‘I like birfdays,’ said Maudie smiling. ‘Always try ter give the little ’ens a bit extra.’

‘That’s nice,’ said Alice politely.

Hannah lifted the spoon, caked with tea-stained sugar, from  the bowl, put one spoonful in hers, and one in her sister’s cup.

‘Thank you,’ said Alice looking up at Maudie, her big blue eyes shining. ‘This is very kind of you.’

Hannah shot her a worried glance. She had heard about people who sold children into service, and other things. ‘What do you want us to do?’ she asked quickly. She was aware it was the second time she’d asked the question.

Maudie took a fine white bone-china cup and saucer with pretty violet flowers all round the brim from her cupboard. She held it in front of her. ‘Now, remember, this is mine. I told yer I likes nice fings, and if I ever catches anybody ser much as looking at it, I’ll ’ave their guts fer garters. Savvy?’

They both nodded vigorously.

She sat at the table and began to fill her cup. ‘Right, now we’ve got that all settled, I’ll tell yer what I want yer ter do.’




Chapter 2

They watched Maudie slowly stir the tea in her cup. After pouring some in the delicate saucer, she picked it up and, with loud slurping noises, gulped down the light brown liquid. She then sat back and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘That’s better, always feel better after a nice cuppa. Now, after seeing yer pinch me bread, wot I’ve got in mind fer you two little darlings is – I’m gonner teach yer ’ow ter do it prop’ly.’

‘I didn’t mean to take your . . .’

Maudie put her hand up to silence Alice. ‘I knows yer was ’ungry, that’s why I didn’t set me dog on yer. But if yer gonner pinch fings, yer gotter do it proper-like.’

Hannah’s mouth fell open. ‘What? You want us to steal for you?’

‘Well, if I’m gonner look after yer, yer gotter ’elp yerselves. I ain’t a charity, yer know.’ She poured more tea in her saucer.

Hannah stood up. ‘Come on, Alice, we’re not staying here.’

Alice struggled reluctantly to her feet. ‘But Hannah . . .’

‘We are not going to steal for you or anyone,’ said Hannah indignantly, and took Alice’s hand.

‘But Hannah,’ repeated Alice. ‘Where are we going?’

‘I don’t know, but we’re not staying here to take things for this old woman.’

Maudie put the saucer on the table. ‘Now sit down and stop being ser daft. I’m offering yer a ’ome and food fer a little favour; and she’s right, yer know – where are yer going?’

Hannah slowly slid back on to the chair, her confidence  slipping away. ‘I don’t know.’ The last few days of worrying about Alice and very little food, and the fear of the police catching them, suddenly proved too much for her, and the tears began to fall, slowly at first, then in great torrents.

Alice threw her arms round her sister, and cried with her.

After a while Maudie came and put her big fat wobbly arms round both of them. ‘There, there.’ She patted their backs. ‘I fink yer better sit down and tell me wot this is all about.’

Alice went to speak but Hannah quickly wiped her eyes on the bottom of her dirty pinafore. ‘I’ll tell her,’ she sobbed. She wasn’t going to let Alice blurt out that they thought they had left Uncle Harry to die. Starting from the beginning, Hannah went into great detail of how their mother had died when Alice was very young, and then their father had been killed by a horse a few years ago. Miss Jordon, their teacher, had looked after them for a while, but she was going to America with her young man, and couldn’t take them, so they had had to go and live with their Aunt May and Uncle Harry. At first he was all for sending them to a home – they didn’t have any children and he didn’t want them till he was told they came with a legacy. As they got older he became annoyed at what they cost to keep. Hannah told how she’d worked in the brush factory for a while but had been given the sack.

‘I didn’t get a lot of money,’ said Hannah sadly.

‘Her fingers used to bleed,’ added Alice, screwing up her nose.

‘It was very hard work, sweeping and picking up all the bristles. D’you know they used to get stuck between the floorboards and you had to dig them out? If you left any the forelady used to scream and shout.’

‘The forelady didn’t like her,’ butted in Alice again. ‘Said she spoke too posh.’

‘That really annoyed Uncle Harry,’ said Hannah. ‘But I  didn’t like it there anyway: all that dust got up my nose, and I only got two shillings a week, and it was very hard work.’ Hannah stopped to wipe her eyes again. She glanced at Maudie, who said nothing. ‘I know the money Papa left for us to be looked after had all gone,’ Hannah continued. ‘Uncle Harry did drink a lot.’

‘He was a blacksmith,’ said Alice. ‘And when he got drunk he hit Aunt May, and us. Look.’ She pulled at the flap of torn cloth on her sleeve and showed Maudie her bruised arm.

‘’E did that?’ Maudie tutted, speaking for the first time. ‘The cow-son.’

‘We lived over the stable,’ said Hannah quickly, afraid of what Alice was going to say next. ‘And when he told us we had to go into a home, we ran away.’

Alice looked at Hannah. ‘Yes,’ she repeated slowly, backing up her half truth. ‘We ran away. That’s why I stole your bread, we were ever so hungry.’

Maudie nodded. ‘That’s all right. I guessed it must ’ave been sumfink like that. Those sorta blokes are worse than animals when they’ve ’ad a few. Where did yer live before yer went ter live wiv ’im?’

‘Near Richmond.’

‘Richmond?’ repeated Maudie. ‘That’s up-river, ain’t it?’

Hannah nodded and allowed a faint smile to lift her dirty tearstained face. ‘It has lovely country all round.’

‘Yer, so I’ve ’eard,’ Maudie sniffed. ‘Someone told me about it once – ’e’d been up-river, said it was all posh-like.’

‘Papa used to run the stables for a gentleman,’ said Alice proudly.

‘Aunt May was our mother’s sister,’ continued Hannah, beginning to relax. ‘We lived over the stables at the brewery, in Fulham.’ She screwed up her nose. ‘It didn’t half stink.’

Maudie threw her head back and laughed. ‘Talk about going  from the bloody sublime ter the ridiculous. If yer uncle was that worried, why didn’t ’e send yer both out ter work?’

Hannah stiffened. That had been one of the arguments between him and Aunt May. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘He made me go out but when I lost my job I think that was the last straw.’ She wanted to quickly gloss over the last few days.

‘So ’ow come yer finished up round ’ere, in Roverhive?’

‘We were trying to get back to Richmond. We knew we had to cross the Thames, so we went over the first bridge we came to,’ said Hannah.

‘It went up and down,’ interrupted Alice.

‘It wasn’t the right one,’ said Hannah, ‘and we got lost. We had followed the river for quite a while, but we must have been going in the wrong direction.’

‘I fink yer was. Wot did yer wonner go back ter Richmond for?’

‘I don’t know.’ Hannah’s tears began to fall again. She was beginning to warm to this woman who was willing to listen to their story without reprimand. ‘When Papa was alive we lived over the stables in Richmond, the part where all the carriages were kept and it was warm and clean. The lady of the house was so kind, we thought she might give me a job.’

‘It was much nicer than Fulham,’ said Alice, running her hand under her nose.

Maudie took a clean handkerchief from the pocket of her white overall, and gave it to Alice. ‘Well, that’s settled then. Yer gonner stay ’ere wiv me and my lot. Now, as I said before, yer gotter earn yer keep. I ain’t looking after yer fer nuffink.’

Alice squeezed Hannah’s hand and smiled up at Maudie. ‘Thank you.’

Hannah knew then she couldn’t refuse Maudie’s offer.

‘Right, first, ’fore the kids come in, we’ll ’ave that drop o’ soup I promised. I ain’t got no bread, mind,’ Maudie smiled.  ‘Some little cow nicked it.’ Her little eyes twinkled.

Alice giggled nervously. ‘I’m ever so hungry.’

When they’d finished the soup, Maudie said she would show them round. ‘The bog’s outside. We’ve got a wash-’ouse and washing line as well. There’s one place I don’t let any of yer in, and that’s me bedroom.’ Silently they followed her as she shuffled her way to a door at the far end of the room. When she opened it, Hannah and Alice couldn’t believe their eyes. Maudie’s bedroom was a lot smaller than the other room, and Hannah guessed that long ago it must have been an office. In this room was a bed with a big wooden headboard, a brown velvet chair, the back of which had been neatly patched, a wardrobe and a dressing table that had dozens of ornaments on top. Maudie stood in the doorway looking round with pride. ‘I told yer I liked nice fings, and when the kids brings me sumfink really pretty I can’t bear ter sell it, so I keeps the best pieces in ’ere. I got me bedspread orf a widder woman; she’d just buried ’er old man, and wanted a few pence. She said ’e didn’t die in the bed it was on, so that’s all right.’

Hannah and Alice gazed in wonder at the brown and white folkweave bedspread, the prize exhibit in this Aladdin’s cave.

‘Pretty, ain’t it?’

They nodded.

‘I didn’t ask where she got it from. I expect ’er old man pinched it. D’yer like me rug?’

Again they only nodded.

‘Made it meself out a bits o’ rag.’

Maudie, Hannah decided, was like no other person they had ever met. She taught street children to steal, and yet Hannah knew she was kind, and beneath her gruffness soft-hearted. Walking back into the large room, Maudie showed them where they could sleep.

‘You’ll ’ave ter take pot luck ternight. I expect young Jack  might ’ave sumfink ter say about it.’

‘Who?’ asked Alice.

‘Jack. ’E must be almost seventeen be now, and Bert, but we don’t see a lot of ’im now – ’e likes ter come and go as ’e pleases; ’ad ’im from a baby. Mind you, I can’t make ’im out at times, though, sorta sullen-like, keeps imself to ’isself when’e’s ’ere, but I can’t turn ’im away. ’E’s a funny bugger. Jack’s a couple o’ monfs younger than Bert, so I reckon. ’E’s a nice lad, been wiv me fer years.’ A smile crinkled her eyes. ‘Next is Tom. ’E’s a nice boy, ’e’s twelve, found ’im at the side of the Thames. Don’t know a lot about ’im, ’e don’t ’ave much ter say. Then about a year ago I found Dolly and ’er young brother Freddie. They were being chased by the police, bit like you two, I s’pose, only they were running away from their old man.’

‘And they all steal for you?’ asked Hannah in amazement.

‘Na, not just fer me, but for ’emselves as well – we all gotter eat.’

‘Do Bert and Jack go to work?’ asked Hannah, intrigued.

‘Jack don’t, ’e reckons ’e couldn’t take orders from a boss, likes ter be on ’is own.’

‘What about Bert?’ asked Hannah.

A nearby clock struck five.

‘That’s the church clock,’ said Maudie. ‘Right, let’s get cleared up before they gits back.’ She took a gold watch from the pocket of her overall and flicked open the lid. ‘They should be ’ome soon.’

Hannah stared at the watch. ‘That’s very nice.’

‘Yer,’ Maudie smiled. ‘I told yer I like nice fings.’

Hannah wondered if she could tell the time, or if it was just for show – after all, it sounded as if she had the church clock to rely on.

Shortly after that the dog stood up and began wagging his tail.

‘’Ere comes someone now.’

The door opened and a young skinny girl about the same age and height as Alice came in carrying a basket. Her long dark hair was falling over her face, and she tucked the loose strands behind her ear. She was wearing, over a dark print frock, a white smocked pinafore, which Hannah noted was clean; her neat black stockings made Hannah feel dirty and untidy, though the girl’s black boots were scuffed and run-down. At her side was a small boy with the same colouring. His clothes were ill-fitting and not as tidy as the girl’s. Hannah guessed this was Dolly and her brother Freddie.

‘Didn’t ’ave a bad day terday, Maudie. Just seen Tom. ’E’ll be . . .’ Dolly’s voice trailed off when she caught sight of Hannah and Alice. Freddie quickly hid behind his sister.

‘Come and meet yer new mates,’ said Maudie, pushing the girls forward.

Dolly’s dark eyes were full of suspicion, and quickly darted from one to the other as she looked them over as Maudie told her their names. Then, completely ignoring them, she put her basket on the table. ‘Got a few apples, some taters, and greens.’

‘Is that all?’

‘Freddie ’ere managed ter git a bit of meat. Bin in ’is pocket all day, so it smells a bit ’igh, but it looks all right. ’Ere, we gotter share it wiv them?’ she nodded towards Alice and Hannah.

Maudie put her big fat arms round the two girls and drew them close. ‘Yer, we’re all gonner be one big ’appy family.’

Dolly carried on emptying her basket. ‘Yer, well, I don’t s’pose Jack’ll be none too ’appy about it.’

‘I don’t bloody well care wot Jack finks. This is my place, and I’ll bring in who I like.’

The dog, which had been busy sniffing round the table, rushed over to the door wagging his tail when it was pushed  open again and a boy wearing a well-worn jacket and trousers that, like his boots, were far too big for him, came in. His blond hair, sprouting out from beneath his large cloth cap, hung over his forehead, and he had to hold his head up in order to see.

‘’Allo Tom, come and meet ’Annah and Alice.’

‘’Allo,’ he said shyly, snatching the cap off his head.

‘Well, wot yer got fer us?’ asked Maudie, pushing to one side the things Dolly had put on the table.

‘Not a lot. The rozzers kept looking at me.’

‘Well, what d’yer expect?’ said Dolly suddenly. ‘Look at the state of yer. If yer tried ter smarten yerself up a bit, yer’d blend in more.’

‘She’s right yer know, Tom,’ said Maudie. ‘Look, it’s market day termorrer. Take Alice and ’Annah wiv yer down Jamaica Road, and try ter pinch sumfink off the second-’and barra wot fits yer. And fer gawd’s sake try ter git yerself a decent pair a boots, yer keeps walking out o’ them ones.’

Tom blushed and began to empty his pockets. There were two reels of black cotton, a couple of marbles, a handful of cherries, and a small coloured china dog wrapped in a grubby piece of rag.

‘Is that it? Is that all yer got?’ Dolly looked angry. ‘Yer bin out all day and that’s all yer got – yer’d bloody well starve if me and Jack didn’t git the food.’

‘I’m sorry, Dolly. But I know ’ow much Maudie ’ere likes nice fings, and I fought she’d like this.’ He lovingly handed Maudie the small china dog. ‘D’yer want me snot-rag?’

‘No ta,’ Maudie said. ‘Dolly, stop going on, ’e tries ter ’elp. Fanks, Tom, this is really nice.’ She smiled as she took the dog from him. ‘I’ll put it on me shelf. P’raps ’e’ll do better wiv Alice and ’Annah ’ere ter ’elp ’im,’ she said over her shoulder, and stood back from the oak sideboard to admire her new ornament proudly displayed with the other pieces. ‘Right. You, Tom, can  do the taters. Alice, in the drawer over there you’ll find some knives and forks. Bring ’em ’ere. Where you going, Dolly?’

Dolly stood in the doorway. ‘I’m gonner ’ave a wash.’

Maudie tutted. ‘She’ll wash ’er bleeding self away one a these days.’

‘I like to be clean,’ Dolly retorted, disappearing out of the door with Freddie at her heels.

‘Just a good excuse ter git out of a few chores if yer asks me,’ said Maudie, and with a lot of clatter fished a blackened frying-pan out from the array of pots and pans in the bottom of the cupboard. ‘Put those few cherries and apples on a plate, Annah. There’s a nice one in the sideboard.’

Hannah was astonished to find such lovely china, and as she arranged the fruit, couldn’t help wondering at this strange woman’s taste for nice things. The smell of the meat frying was making her stomach chum in anticipation. Even living with Aunt May they didn’t have meat very often; it had always been saved for Uncle Harry.

Alice came and sat next to her sister. ‘I can’t believe we’ll be eating tonight, and sleeping in the warm,’ she whispered, gently fondling an apple.

Dolly came back in, with Freddie at her heels. She carefully wrapped a bar of soap in a piece of frayed white towelling. ‘Wot yer whispering to ’er for? And wot yer sitting at the table for? And leave that apple be.’ She snatched the apple from Alice’s hand. ‘I told yer, yer ain’t gitting none o’ our food, and this is my bit o’ soap.’ She sniffed the towelling. ‘It’s lily of the valley, so keep yer ’ands orf it.’ She waved the soap in the air before carefully placing it in the bottom of the cupboard.

‘Leave it out, Dolly,’ said Maudie, and raising her voice added, ‘And I told yer, we’re all gonner be tergevver, and that’s that. Good job I didn’t sling you two out, yer would ’ave been in a fine old state be now.’

‘Wot’s all the shouting about?’ A new voice rang out. Hannah looked up at a tall lad wearing a large cloth cap pulled down to his ears. His striking blue eyes were swiftly glancing over her and Alice. His clothes were far too small, Hannah noticed, wanting to laugh at his trousers, which looked as if they had a row with his boots, and the sleeves of his jacket, which were half-way up his arms. His pockets were bulging, however.

‘Who we got ’ere then? Blimey, you two royalty or sumfink? See we got the best china out then, Maudie me old love.’ He nodded towards the plate of fruit.

‘’Allo Jack.’ A warm smile filled her face. ‘This is ’Annah and Alice, they’ve come ter live wiv us.’

‘O yer. More bloody strays.’ He sat next to Alice. ‘Where’re yer from then?’

Alice quickly looked at Hannah, then said confidently. ‘We’ve run away from our uncle.’

Jack laughed. ‘Cor, don’t she talk posh?’

Dolly too looked up. This was the first time she had heard Alice speak.

Jack continued. ‘And yer finished up ’ere. Well I expect Maudie’ll look after yer, but, like she’s probably told yer, yer got ter earn yer keep.’ He stood up and began to empty his pockets.

Hannah couldn’t believe what was in them. There were oranges, bananas and, last of all, and with a great flurry, he took from his large inside pocket a small rabbit, complete with brown fur. Jack held it up by its feet, and its dead eyes bulged. Hannah was laughing, and she felt like applauding. He was almost like a magician they had seen many years ago.

‘How did you get all this?’ she asked, her big brown eyes wide open.

‘’Ere, ’ark at this one.’ Jack was still holding the rabbit and  laughing with her. ‘Been round the market, easy pickings round there. Didn’t git nuffink worf flogging though, Maudie. When yer seeing Frank?’

‘Not fer a week or so.’

‘Good. I’m going over the water termorrer, I’m gonner stay a couple a days as they’ll be a lot a toffs over there jostling ter git a good view of the funeral.’

Maudie sat down. ‘Yer. Shame about the king going – ’e didn’t last as long as ’is muvver.’

‘Well, ’e didn’t start ser young.’

Hannah too felt sad at the death of their king. One of her earliest memories had been of his coronation which her father had taken her to see.

‘Still there’s always a bit of a scuffle breaks out over there, and there’ll be a few well-lined pockets worf dipping inter,’ said Jack lightheartedly. ‘Right, now gel,’ he said to Hannah. ‘Put this stuff on the posh plate, then we’ll ’ave a bit a dinner.’

Hannah blushed as she looked at Jack with admiration. Quickly she picked up the fruit and began arranging it with the rest. She glanced at Dolly who was also looking at Jack. Hannah knew that if she wanted his attention, she was going to have to fight for it.




Chapter 3

Hannah couldn’t believe the chatter and good humour as they sat at the table and ravenously stuffed food into their mouths. Maudie certainly knew how to make a real meal out of a few bits and scraps.

‘What about Bert?’ asked Alice with her mouth full. ‘Don’t you wait for him?’

‘Not likely,’ said Jack. ‘Never know when ’e’s gonner show ’is ugly face.’

‘Oh,’ said Alice, not looking up as she continued mashing her potatoes in the lovely thick gravy.

‘’E’s a bit of a loner is our Bert,’ said Maudie. ‘’E’s not a bad lad.’ She threw a piece of meat to Bonzo – it disappeared in a flash.

Jack laughed, a hollow, disbelieving laugh.

‘’E’s not bad,’ said Maudie brusquely.

‘She’s got a soft spot fer ’im,’ said Tom quietly.

‘Well, ’e’s a good lad.’

‘’E’s what?’ Jack waved his fork with a piece of meat stuck on the end at Hannah. ‘Don’t yer listen to ’er. ’E goes orf fer weeks, monfs sometimes, then turns up again like a bad penny, and always causes trouble, or brings it wiv ’im.’ He stuffed the fork into his mouth.

‘Not always,’ said Maudie, determined to have the last word.

Hannah was intrigued to know more about the mysterious Bert, but knew by Jack’s furrowed brow and his grim expression as he chewed on the meat that this wasn’t the right time to ask. 

When they finished their meal they took their chairs and sat outside in the yard. It was a warm evening and everybody was busy making plans for the next day; for the first time in years Hannah felt happy and contented. She pushed to the back of her mind the doubts she had about what they’d have to do to stay here.

‘Right you two,’ said Maudie to Hannah and Alice, as the last rays of the sun began to disappear. ‘This is wot yer do. Grab it and walk away.’ Maudie lumbered to her feet and, with a surprisingly deft movement, took Jack’s packet of cigarettes from his coat pocket. ‘Savvy?’

They both nodded.

‘Yer see,’ said Jack. ‘When yer nicks sumfink, don’t stand around looking ter see if someone’s spotted yer. Just pick up the stuff an move on a bit sharpish, but don’t run and draw attention ter yerself.’

‘But then if someone ’as spotted yer,’ said Dolly confidently, ‘then yer runs like ’ell.’

‘D’yer fink yer got it?’ asked Jack.

‘I think so,’ said Hannah nervously.

Jack stood up. ‘Oh, I think so,’ he mimicked and, placing a hand on his hip, walked up and down. He grinned at Hannah over his shoulder.

They all fell about laughing, and Hannah could have cried, she suddenly felt so happy. She didn’t care if stealing was what she had to do to stay here, the important thing was they belonged. Alice seemed happy too, she thought. Having taken in Maudie’s lesson she was busy watching Freddie playing with Bonzo. They threw a stick, but the dog was so lazy he wouldn’t fetch it, so they had to run after it themselves.

‘And try ter git yerself a pair o’ stockings,’ said Dolly. There was a hint of disgust in her tone.

‘Yes, yes, I will, and a bar of soap,’ said Hannah.

‘Christ, looks like we’ve got anuvver one,’ said Jack sitting back in his chair and puffing away on his cigarette.

‘By the way,’ said Maudie. ‘Yer better git me some more baccy, me tin’s nearly empty.’

‘What sort?’ asked Hannah.

Jack nearly exploded with amusement, laughing so much he began to choke. ‘What sort? ’Ere, yer going in a shop and ask fer a special brand ter pinch? She ain’t fussy wot yer gits, just ser long as she can fill that bloody old clay pipe of ’ers.’

Tom, till now, had been very quiet. ‘I’ll show yer when we go out termorrer. Is Alice coming wiv us?’ he asked shyly.

‘I should cocoa,’ said Maudie. ‘I’ve got enough ter do, got that rabbit ter skin and clean fer one fing, got some carrots and onions left from yesterday so I could make us all a nice rabbit stew, so I don’t want ’er under me feet all day. Might even go round ter where I found em – looks like they’ve ’ad some new stuff dumped, might find meself a decent chair.’

It was beginning to get dusk, and the church clock struck ten.

‘Right now,’ said Maudie, gently banging out her pipe and picking up her chair. ‘Let’s git some shut-eye. Yer’ve all got a busy day in front o’ yer.’

After a lot of sorting out, Hannah and Alice settled down on an old horsehair mattress that nobody else wanted. As she pulled it to the far end of the big room, she hoped it didn’t have any fleas or bed-bugs in it.

Maudie, with her dog at her heels, shuffled to her room with the proper bed. Very soon Alice was fast asleep, but Hannah was too excited, and sleep wouldn’t come. She could hear Dolly in another comer singing very softly to Freddie. She felt safe. Tom was restless, and Jack was lying on his back, smoking. She watched the glow on the end of his cigarette lighting up his fine features. He had short dark hair, and she  knew that his blue eyes had long lashes, and his nose was a lovely shape, not bent like Uncle Harry’s. Uncle Harry. Despite the night being warm, Hannah shivered at the thought of . . . Was Uncle Harry dead? Or did . . .? Her mind went back to what had happened. Was it only a few days ago? She could go over and over it, almost minute by minute.

Hannah had been in the yard helping Aunt May with the Monday wash. As she leant over the tin bath that was balanced precariously on two stools, the water soaked her sacking apron. Her hands hurt through the cuts and blisters she’d got in the brush factory. She winced: her knuckles were red and sore and, as she rubbed the scrubbing brush up and down the wooden washboard in the cold water, she let her thoughts go to the brush factory. She’d hated it there, and the overlady who’d thought she was posh and given her the sack. Sorting out the hard stiff fibres that stuck in her fingers had made them bleed and though Uncle Harry was furious, part of her was glad about what had happened.

‘Hannah. Hannah.’ Her aunt’s voice brought her out of her daydream. ‘Ain’t you finished that vest yet?’

‘Could do with a bit more soap.’ She was trying to get stains out of Uncle Harry’s vest, but with the small amount of soap she had, she couldn’t get any lather, and no matter how hard she scrubbed at it, she still couldn’t get it clean.

‘I don’t think your uncle would give me any more money for soap,’ said Aunt May. ‘Alice, give these a rinse.’

Alice left the mangy black dog she was playing with and staggered over to the tap with the bucket, heavy with wet clothes.

‘Then, when yer done that, get the pegs and ’ang ’em on the line,’ called Aunt May.

There was no tap upstairs, and come rain or shine all the water had to be carried up, and the slops brought down. Every morning, even before Hannah went to work, they had to empty  the chamber-pot, which was always full to overflowing, then scrub the closet, and the step outside. It seemed that every morning Uncle Harry took a great delight in stepping on their work leaving great muddy footprints.

The early morning sun was beginning to filter through the smoke from the brewery’s chimney. The smell of the hops brewing filled the air.

‘Looks like it’s going ter be a nice day,’ said Aunt May looking up. ‘Alice, wring those out a bit better than that, otherwise they’ll never dry.’

‘Don’t know why you ain’t got a wringer,’ moaned Alice as the water from the tap splashed over her feet.

Hannah threw the vest she had been scrubbing back into the tin bath. ‘I’ll help her.’

They took the towel between them and twisted it round and round so the water ran out. They were pulling at it, and laughing and giggling, when Uncle Harry stormed into the yard.

‘Wot you two larking about for?’ He shouted and, turning to his wife, added, ‘You should send ’em both out ter work instead of letting ’em sod about round ’ere all day. ’Bout time yer got yerself anuvver job,’ he growled at Hannah.

Both the girls knew better than to answer him back, even though Hannah had only been out of work since Saturday.

‘They’re all right,’ said Aunt May, pushing her hair back from her wet forehead with the back of her bony hand. ‘They’re helping me, and Hannah’s going out this afternoon to get a job, ain’t yer love?’

Hannah nodded.

‘Git me a beer,’ he bellowed at Hannah.

She raced up the iron staircase to the room above the stable to get the jug of beer that always had to be full. As she ran back down, some of the beer slopped out.

‘That’s right, go on, spill it, yer dozy bitch.’

Hannah quickly stepped back when he raised his hand to hit her. Over the years she had learnt to swiftly duck out of his way.

‘I ’as ter work bloody ’ard to keep you and yer sister, and all you do is upset me beer,’ he growled, snatching the jug from her and drinking its contents down almost without taking a breath. He ran his fingers across his moustache; his short, greying beard caked with food and yellowed with beer and tobacco. He grabbed Hannah’s long hair and jerked her head back. ‘Right, now go and git it filled up again.’ He forced the empty jug into her hand. ‘And bring it over ter the smiffy.’

Hannah went to run, but he was still holding her hair. He put his face close to hers and she tried hard not to breathe in the fumes from his beery breath. ‘And don’t yer dare spill a drop, else yer feel the back of this.’ He lifted his hand, it was large and dirty. His bare arms were thick and sinewy. Hannah knew he was very strong, for she had felt the weight of his hands many times before.

Tears welled in her eyes as he hung on to her hair, but she dared not cry out in pain for fear of more punishment. He gave her a push and she fell sprawling in the pool of muddy water that always lay near the tap. He roared with laughter as he marched off whilst Hannah lay quite still till the sound of his boots striking the cobbled yard died away. Alice was crouching in the comer, not daring to move.

‘Get up, Hannah, and when you get back, take that dirty wet apron off,’ said Aunt May apprehensively. She was still shaking, even though her husband had left. ‘Now hurry round and get his beer.’ She looked behind her, her face red and fearful.

Hannah raced round the comer to the pub. She pushed the door open and put the jug on the counter. ‘Would you fill this, please?’

‘’Allo there, ’Annah. It’s a bit warm terday. Christ, you look a bit of a mess. Wot ’appened?’ Hannah turned and saw Alf, one of the carter’s apprentices, sitting in the comer. She didn’t answer. She didn’t like him, for he was always chasing Alice, making her run, then laughing at her limp. He came over to Hannah. ‘I see old ’Arry’s started early terday.’

‘Well, it is warm work. And by the way, shouldn’t you be at work?’

He laughed in a rough way, showing the gaps in his yellow teeth. ‘Yer. The boss sent me out fer a pie, so I fought I’d ’ave a swift ’alf while I was ’ere.’ He leant closer, and his bad breath made Hannah turn away.

The barman put the jug on the counter. ‘Did yer tell yer uncle ’is slate’s gitting a bit ’igh?’

‘Yes, yes I did.’ Hannah quickly crossed her fingers. She didn’t like telling lies, but there was no way she was going to tell Uncle Harry that he owed a lot of money.

‘Well tell ’im I’ll ’ave ter stop serving yer if ’e don’t start paying it orf soon.’

‘Yes, I’ll tell him.’ Hannah picked up the foaming jug of beer with both hands, and carefully made her way out of the door.

‘Bye, ’Annah, see yer around,’ called Alf after her.

Aunt May was still busy with the washing, helped by Alice, when Hannah returned to the yard. She didn’t stop to speak, but kept her head down and made her way to the blacksmith’s shop.

The heat from the fire in the smithy was suffocating, and the smell from the horses nauseating. Uncle Harry was bending over holding the foot of one of the big shire-horses between his knees, banging a new shoe on to it. Flies buzzed all around them.

‘Shove it down there, gel,’ he said without looking up.

Hannah put the jug on an upturned box, and slowly backed away. How she hated this man. It was hot, and she knew he’d be yelling for beer all day. What would happen if the pub wouldn’t let her have any more? If only they could go back to Richmond. Out in the yard, Alice was still trying to hang out the washing. She was short and the line was too high up. Aunt May, a nervous, jumpy woman, looked flustered. ‘I’ll go on up and start getting the bubble-and-squeak ready. You two carry on down ’ere. Don’t forget to ’ang the bath up, and sweep down when yer finished.’

When they had hung the last of the clothes on the line, Alice helped Hannah lift the heavy bath of water from off the stools, and tip it away.

‘Cheer up, Hannah,’ said Alice, grabbing a broom and marching round the yard with it on her shoulder. ‘I’m a soldier, look.’

Hannah laughed and, going over to her sister, put her arm round her shoulders. ‘Alice, what am I going to do?’ She sat on one of the rickety stools, her face growing serious. ‘I’ve got to tell Uncle Harry he can’t have any more beer till he’s paid up his bill.’

Alice stopped laughing and sat beside her. ‘I don’t know. He’ll be ever so angry. Couldn’t we run away? Let’s go back to Richmond.’

‘How could we? Miss Jordon’s gone; who would look after us?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘And what about Aunt May?’ continued Hannah. ‘I’m sure Uncle Harry would kill her if he thought she had helped us.’

‘I don’t want to live here,’ said Alice, her big blue eyes filling with tears.

‘Come on, cheer up. I’m sure everything will work out all right.’

‘If only we could go to school instead of mucking out the stables and helping Aunt May.’

Hannah knew Uncle Harry would never spend the money on them. ‘I thought you liked the horses,’ she said.

‘I do,’ said Alice quickly. ‘But I would like to go to school and meet other girls.’

‘Oh, so you’re fed up with my company?’

Alice smiled. ‘No, silly.’ She stood up and hugged her sister. ‘I’ll always love you.’

Hannah patted her back. ‘Come on, let’s get this yard cleaned up before Uncle Harry comes in for his dinner.’

‘What about his beer? You know he always has to have a jugful at dinner-times.’

A worried frown wrinkled Hannah’s brow. ‘Yes, I know. Couldn’t we ask Aunt May.’
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