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Dear Reader,

Some characters in this book speak an old London dialect called Flash or Flash-cant. Thieves invented this secret language so that they could hide what they were saying. If you have trouble understanding the characters speaking Flash-cant, turn to the glossary on this page.
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Karen Schwabach


One

“The law is!” The judge adjusted the black velvet cap atop his full-bottomed white wig and gazed down at the manacled prisoner before him in the cobbled court of Sessions House Yard. He looked around at the other chained prisoners waiting in the cold, open yard, then over at the dismal huddle of people whom he had already sentenced.

He pursed his lips and continued. “That you shall return from here, to the place whence you came. And from there to the Place of Execution. Where you shall hang by the neck until the body be dead! Dead! Dead! And the Lord have mercy on your soul.”

The prisoner gasped and turned white. He stumbled backward, stricken. The judge smiled in grim satisfaction while the bailiffs dragged the prisoner off to a corner to join the others who had been condemned.

Molly shifted from one aching foot to the other, trying to ease the weight of the chains on her ankles. It was the fourth death sentence she had heard that morning, Molly thought, or maybe the fifth. It wasn’t getting any easier to guess what the judge was going to say when her turn came. Everyone knew that you could be hanged for stealing anything worth more than a shilling, in London in this year 1730. Even if it was your first offense. Or you could steal more than that, a dozen times, and live. And it didn’t seem to matter if you were only ten years old, like Molly, or really old … forty, even. There was no way of telling how it worked.

You couldn’t tell bleedin’ much from the judge’s speeches either, Molly thought. He sat there like a great, gloating carrion crow, looking down at the prisoners from his high perch. He talked a lot of bleedin’ rubbish about their sins, and the great wisdom and mercy of the law, and the love of the King for his subjects, and he said that some sins (like stealing a knife or a ring) were too great to be forgiven on earth. And while he talked, he fingered the black velvet cap that he would put on for death sentences and turned it slowly in his hands, looking from the cap to the prisoner and from the prisoner to the cap. There was no way you could tell whether he was going to say the cramping-words—the death sentence—or something else until he either clapped the black hat on his head or else set it gently down among the piles of flowers on the high bench before him.

Today was a sentencing day. The prisoners had already been found guilty. They had been waiting in the yard since before the first dim rays of the December dawn melted the frost on the cobbles. Molly longed for something to eat. Something to eat, and something warm on her hands and feet. Some of the prisoners had stuffed straw into their shoes to keep out the cold, but Molly’s wood-and-leather clogs didn’t have any room for straw in them. They were too small as it was. Molly had grown in the months she’d been in prison. Her skinny wrists stuck out from her sleeves, and the hem of her linsey-woolsey dress and the shift underneath hung almost two inches above her ankles, showing the too-big gray woolen stockings that had been her mother’s. She caught sight of her reflection in a puddle at her feet. Dark brown eyes stared out of a thin, pale face. Her tangled black hair just reached her shoulders. It had been longer once, but she had cut it off two years ago when she’d had the smallpox.

Molly looked up at the other chained prisoners near her and tried to guess something about her fate from them. It seemed like the bailiffs and turnkeys were herding together people who were going to get the same sentences. Well, One-Eyed Jake was near her. He was a flash-cove on the rattling lay, stealing from coaches. Molly had seen him do it—sneaking among coaches that were stuck in the mass of vehicles crammed together, trying to get through the narrow city gates. He would quietly slice through the leather top of a carriage and take whatever he could find inside.

Then there was another kinchin mort like herself. Molly stiffened as she recognized Hesper Crudge. Molly had never spoken to Hesper, but she knew who Hesper was. Everyone did. At least everyone on the canting lay—all the thieves of London. Hesper had a reputation for blowing the gab. If you reported someone for stealing and they were hanged, you got a reward of forty pounds. Or so the law said. Molly had never heard of anyone actually getting the forty pounds, but Hesper was willing to keep trying.

She was about Molly’s age but a little taller, with hair that might be blond under the dirt. She had the narrow, knowing eyes of an old criminal, and a cutthroat’s face, carefully schooled to show no expression. When Hesper saw Molly looking at her, she sneered and spat on the ground.

And who was this old biddy on Molly’s other side? She was ancient, at least thirty years old, her stringy hair graying and her sallow skin deeply scarred by smallpox. Molly had seen her around Bartholomew’s Fair, selling handkerchiefs that weren’t her own. That old woman looked very likely to be fruit for the Deadly Nevergreen Tree, as they called the gallows at Tyburn.

The woman looked at Molly and smiled reassuringly.

Over in the corner, a bailiff was stirring the coals to keep the branding iron hot. Was someone going to be branded soon, or was he just making sure the fire stayed lit? Molly could smell the coal smoke from where she stood, but she couldn’t feel the heat. It would be nice to get close enough to that fire to warm her aching fingers and toes. But not too close. Molly felt dizzy with cold, and with hunger. She hadn’t eaten since the day before yesterday.

A gentleman was making his way across the yard, a nib cull who clearly didn’t belong in the Old Bailey. He was dressed in pearl-gray velvet knee breeches and a matching velvet coat. Molly wondered what he was doing here. He stopped a bailiff and began talking to him, gesturing once in Molly’s direction. She thought she had seen him somewhere before.

“Oyez! Oyez!” The bailiffs were suddenly hustling them forward, Molly and the clutch of prisoners around her—Hesper Crudge and One-Eyed Jake and the ancient mort with the gallows face. It was too sudden. Molly wasn’t ready. She panicked, looked around wildly, her heart thumping.

The ancient mort met her eyes. “Chin up, ducks.” She touched Molly’s shoulder gently, her chains clanking. “It’s soon over.”

“Silence!” roared a bailiff.

Molly shrugged the old woman’s hand away. It wasn’t soon over. Molly had seen hangings. Plenty of them.

The judge was looking at them now, fingering the black velvet cap. He looked at One-Eyed Jake, and then at Hesper. “His Majesty is always concerned about the happiness and well-being of his subjects,” he said.

He twirled the black cap thoughtfully in his hands. Molly felt her stomach sink.

“His Majesty naturally wishes that all of his subjects could be happy together, enjoying the magnificent bounty of his generous rule.” He looked meaningfully at Molly. Molly looked away, unable to meet his burning eyes.

“However!”

The judge looked at them. They all looked away. Molly felt the ancient mort touch her shoulder again. This time Molly let her; she felt helpless, like a twig caught in the rushing current under London Bridge.

“It is necessary, for the happiness and peace of the realm, that some of his subjects be taken out of it! Therefore …”

Molly felt her mouth grow dry. She was no longer aware of hunger or the cold in her hands and feet. Her legs felt weak and rubbery.

The judge looked at the black cap. He turned it over, ready to put it on his head. He admired the lining for a moment. Then he looked up again.

“The law is!”

He looked at them. They looked at him. It was an awful moment, a frozen moment that seemed to stretch on for centuries.

“That you shall return to the place from whence you came. And from there be transported to His Majesty’s colony in Virginia. There to remain for a period of seven years.” He set the black cap down.

And Molly fainted.


Two

When Molly came around, she was back in Newgate Prison. The smell assaulted her before she opened her eyes. It was a stench of unwashed clothes and bodies, of rotting straw and waste, of bad liquor and bad teeth and the seeping miasma of jail fever and death.

She was in the Hold, the underground dungeon assigned to sentenced prisoners who had no money to pay for a cell above ground. Someone must have carried her here. A prisoner, or a bailiff? Would she have to pay them for it? You had to pay for everything in Newgate: your food, your cell, everything. Even your chains—if you could pay to have your chains removed, the turnkeys took them off. Otherwise they left them on.

Molly sat up on the cold, damp floor. Something crackled under her. At first she thought it was straw, but when she took up a handful, she found it was insects. Dead insects. Heaps of them, centuries of them—enough to cover the floor, like straw or sand.

She scrambled to her feet, brushing frantically at her skirts and hair.

“There, love.” The old woman from Sessions House Yard was at her side. “Don’t think about it and it’s no different from having straw underneath. Feeling any better?”

“Uh.” Molly felt sick, and her head hurt. And she didn’t like that this woman was still hanging around her. What did the old mort want?

“We were lucky, mind. It could have been much worse. And America may not be as bad as they say.” The mort shook her head. “I thought I was for it, to tell the truth. This was my second offense.”

Molly was interested in spite of herself. “What did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything,” said the woman. “But I was caught with a piece of velvet cloth worth fifteen pounds.”

“Fifteen pounds!” Molly tried not to sound impressed. She’d never stolen anything worth that much.

“I was just holding it for a friend.” The woman looked at Molly curiously. “And what did you do, a little scrapper like you?”

Molly looked her in the eyes. “Nothing.”

The woman laughed. “Of course. None of us did nothing.” She put an arm around Molly’s shoulder. “What’s your name, child?”

“Molly,” she said, edging away.

“Just Molly? All by itself?”

“Molly Abraham.”

“I’m Elizabeth Wilkes. I have a little girl about your age.”

“Elizabeth Wilkes? Ha! Her name’s Liftin’ Lizzie,” someone muttered from the floor.

Mrs. Wilkes was about to respond with her foot when the door creaked open and one of the turnkeys came in, holding a burning torch and leading two well-dressed, clean-looking gentlemen. In the light of the torch, Molly could see that one of them was the gentleman in pearl-gray velvet who had pointed to her in Sessions House Yard.

The gentleman in gray wrinkled up his nose. He looked quite ill from the smell of the Hold. Well, what did he expect, a nib cull like him coming into a plaguey hole like this? Served him right to be sick.

“I suppose the mort, er, girl, you’re looking for is in here,” said the turnkey. “I couldn’t say which one she is, though. Don’t you know what she looks like?”

Several women gathered around the gentlemen, jostling them. “Are you looking for me, ducks?” one of them asked.

The turnkey pushed the woman aside without looking at her. “The gentlemen are looking for a Jewish woman,” he said.

“A very young woman,” said the cull in gray velvet. Molly was almost sure she’d seen him before today. Had she picked his pocket once?

“Girl,” said his companion. “The Jewish girl that was sentenced today.”

“Oh, I know!” Mrs. Wilkes stepped into the torchlight. “That’ll be her over here, then. Won’t the gennelmun step this way?” She tried to curtsey, and stumbled. Molly wondered if Mrs. Wilkes was drunk.

The turnkey and the gentlemen moved forward through the gloom. Molly watched them pick their way distastefully over the prone figures of sleeping prisoners till they were standing before her. The turnkey held the torch over Molly, and the gentlemen gazed at her thoughtfully.

“This is a sorry place to find a daughter of Israel,” said the man in gray velvet.

“Huh?” said Molly. She noted with interest that Mrs. Wilkes was going through the two gentlemen’s pockets. They didn’t seem to feel a thing.

“I said,” repeated the gentleman, “that this is a sorry place to find a daughter of Israel. I am Mr. Israel Mendez, and this gentleman here is my business partner, Mr. Lopez.”

“What makes you think I’m your daughter?” said Molly suspiciously. She watched Mrs. Wilkes extract a watch from the gray velvet coat and feel for the catch to release it.

“Not my daughter,” said Mr. Mendez. “A daughter of Israel. A Jewess. I said that it’s unfortunate to find a Jewess who has not only abandoned the law, but has sunk to such depths as this.”

“Oh.” Molly shrugged, watched Mrs. Wilkes free Mr. Mendez’s watch from its chain and slip it silently into the folds of her woolen shift. “Well, I can’t see that it’s any of your bleedin’ business.”

Mr. Mendez turned a dull angry red in the torchlight. “It is always our business to watch out for each other, as you would have known if you had had any kind of teaching. I take it your mother is no longer with us?”

“She’s … yes,” said Molly. She didn’t want to think about her mother, and she didn’t like this cove who was asking her nosy questions and looking at her as if she were a disease. “I mean, she’s not.”

“I understand you have been sentenced to transportation. I shall be corresponding with our people in America to alert them to the situation. Meanwhile …” He looked at Molly and then at the turnkey. Molly wished he wouldn’t speak such nib lingo. She had no idea what he was talking about, and she didn’t trust him. “How much to remove the chains?” he asked the turnkey.

“Fifteen shillings,” said the turnkey with a smirk.

“And to feed her until she’s transported?”

“Three shillings sixpence a week, plus two for beer, plus four for garnish.”

“Garnish?” asked Mr. Mendez.

“I’m Garnish,” explained the turnkey.

“Very well, we want her fed and we want the chains off. And we’ll pay whatever ridiculous fee you charge to get her out of this charnel house into a real cell with a window. Now, are there any other Jews in this wretched hole?”

“Not that I know of, sir,” said the turnkey. “But if Your Honor chooses to look above stairs?”

As they turned to go, Mr. Mendez’s companion, Mr. Lopez, turned back and rested his hand for a moment on Molly’s head. “There, take courage, child,” he said. “God will watch over you. And there’s for you.”

He put something round and heavy into her hands. Molly lifted it to her face and saw and smelled that it was a whole, real orange.

Molly hoped the money for her food and to have her chains off hadn’t been slipped out of Mr. Mendez’s velvet coat into Mrs. Wilkes’s pocket. Apparently it hadn’t, because the next day she was taken out of the Hold to a ward above ground, where a little light and air came through from a high window. The fresh air didn’t make much difference—the stench of rot and failure were as much a part of the prison walls as the stones themselves. Newgate had been a prison for more than five hundred years.

There were ten other prisoners in the cell, men and women, and no furniture except straw on the floor, which at least was better than the dead bugs in the Hold. But any kind of cell at all was expensive at Newgate, and Molly suspected Mr. Mendez must have spent a small fortune. Her chains were taken off. And twice a day after that—twice a day, not just once—she was allowed to go to the taproom for a beaker of beer, a bowl of pease porridge, and a hunk of black bread to dip in it.

She was glad to have these things. But she didn’t see what nib culls like Mr. Mendez and Mr. Lopez had to do with her. She knew she was Jewish, because her mother had said so once or twice. Angrily, not as if it were something she liked. And then, before Mama died, she’d told Molly to go to the synagogue in Bevis Marks, that the other Jews would help her.

Suddenly Molly smiled. She knew where she had seen Mr. Mendez before! He’d come to see Mama once, in their room in the house with the smashed staircase in Cucumber Alley, off Seven Dials. Why had he come? Molly was sure he hadn’t been one of Mama’s men friends. She remembered he’d talked to Mama in his scolding way, probably the same stuff about the law and being a sorry excuse for a daughter of Israel he’d said to Molly. Mama had leapt up and seized a kitchen knife, and she went for him like a madwoman. Mama wouldn’t have actually hurt him—probably—but Mr. Mendez hadn’t known that. Molly smiled at the memory of Mr. Mendez running out of the room and crashing to the story below as he missed the stairs that weren’t there.

It had been brave of him to come at all. Molly wondered if he knew how brave. Nib culls in velvet clothes who ventured into the London slums didn’t always come out alive. Only ragged, thinly clad folk like Molly could slip through the alleys in relative safety.

After Mama died, Molly had ignored her instructions to go looking for other Jews. She didn’t need their help. She knew how to survive in London, how to pick pockets and sell what she got. But now she was being transported, sent to a place called Virginia that was so awful that going there was almost as bad as being hanged. And the other Jews knew all about it, and they weren’t doing a thing to stop it. It was nice to have the food and to have her chains off, but she didn’t think that Mr. Mendez had been much help in the long run.
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