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One

Lambeth, London, 1938

‘I didn’t know what to do!’ Jack Foster’s head was bowed, looking at the papers he was clutching tightly in his hands, and when his head came up, his cut lip and bruised eye made Hanna wince. ‘I don’t want to leave you, but if I stay I could do something terrible to that man.’

Stooping down she gripped her young brother’s arms. ‘I’ll be all right, Jack. You’re fifteen now and old enough to make your own decisions. You must think of yourself and leave. I’ll do anything to support you, so tell me again what you’ve planned.’

Hope flared in his dark brown eyes. ‘Well, Talbot’s gone out and won’t be back until this afternoon, so when his wife sent me on an errand I jumped on a bus and went to the docks. You know how I like to watch the ships coming and going. I saw this notice pinned on the gates advertising for crew in a hurry. They are sailing tomorrow and were short handed. I didn’t even think about it, I just walked into the office and volunteered. I told them I was eighteen, and they believed me when I said I didn’t have a birth certificate because I was an orphan. They said they needed a deck apprentice and I could have the job. I agreed to join the ship, and I signed the papers there and then. I know I should have talked it over with you first, but I was desperate, and it’s something I always wanted to do. I had to make my mind up in a hurry or I would have missed the chance.’ He gazed at her anxiously. ‘Are you angry with me, Hanna?’

‘Of course not.’ She smiled although her heart was aching. ‘You have to get away from that man, and you’re doing the right thing. And I guess from those papers you are mangling in your hands that they’re the ones you signed.’

‘Er . . . yes.’ He held them out to her. ‘You keep these safe for me, Hanna. I don’t want that brute to find them.’

She took them from him and popped them in her bag. This was so sudden and it was going to be painful to see him sail away, but it had to be done – for his sake. She had only been eight when their parents had died in a train accident. With no other family to take them in they had been put in the orphanage. Jack had been terrified, and she had looked after her five-year-old brother, refusing to let them be separated. No one had wanted to take the two of them so they had remained in the orphanage, but as the years slipped by it worried her in case she had deprived Jack of finding a real home and a family to love him. Then a year ago a couple had wanted Jack, and after discussing it with him, he had decided to go with them. What a mistake that had been! The man had only wanted a strong lad to help him with his greengrocer’s business. Jack was worked from dawn to dusk and thrashed often. Now the Talbots were talking about legally adopting him and he had to get away. All of her efforts, letters to those in authority and complaints had been ignored. She had seriously considered them running away together, but where would they go? They had no friends, nowhere to go and no money. They would have ended up on the streets, and that was far too dangerous. There had to be another way, but she just hadn’t been able to find one. Now her young brother had settled that question.

Jack still looked worried. ‘I’m leaving you with an awful mess to clear up. When I’ve gone that brute will come looking for me. He’ll hurt you, Hanna.’

‘No, he won’t, because I won’t be here. I’ve only stayed at the orphanage to be near you, but I’m just a skivvy, doing all the rotten jobs. I’ll get myself a job and save hard so I can make a home for the both of us. When you sail back into port there will be somewhere for you to come back to.’

‘Oh, it would be lovely to have a place of our own, and if anyone can do it, you can,’ he told her confidently, more relaxed now he had his sister’s support. ‘And I’ll save some of my pay to help.’

‘Don’t you worry about that. When you go to other countries you’ll want to have fun. You enjoy yourself. Promise?’

‘All right.’ He smiled as much as his sore lip would allow. ‘What kind of a job are you going to get?’

‘I’ll have to go into service first. That will give me food and a roof over my head. In fact, I’ve already been offered something. A group of people came to look round the orphanage last week and one of them said she needed to employ a girl to help with her children. She asked if I would consider taking the job, but I wasn’t sure, and she gave me a couple of weeks to think it over.’

‘You must take it!’ Jack was on his feet, brimming with excitement. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘It would have meant moving away, and you know I wouldn’t go too far from you when you need help so much. They live in Kensington.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘I feel so guilty about not trying to persuade you to refuse the Talbots, but I felt you were now old enough to make your own decisions. I’m so sorry, Jack.’

‘Hanna, you haven’t got anything to be sorry about. I made up my own mind, and it was the wrong thing to do, we can see that now, and I know how hard you’ve worked to try and get me away from them. You’ve always put me first, and I love you for that, but it’s time you got out of here. You’re good at looking after kids. That’s why this place hasn’t let you go although you’re eighteen now. Go and see this lady today and tell her you’ll take the job. Please! If I know you’re away from here I won’t worry quite so much.’

‘I’ll go this afternoon. What time do you have to be at the ship tomorrow?’

‘I’ve got to be there by six o’clock in the morning, so I’ll have to creep out around four o’clock, while he’s getting the van ready to go to market. I’ve been told that if we can get to the main road by four thirty there’s a lorry coming around that time who picks up any who need to get to the docks early.’

‘We must make sure we catch that then, Jack. I’ll wait for you at the end of the road then, but don’t pack a bag. Put your clothes on in layers and shove anything else into your pockets. But you must only walk out of that house with the things you went there with, and then he won’t be able to accuse you of stealing. It would be easy to make a mistake, so be careful, Jack.’

‘I won’t even take a pair of socks they gave me. Don’t worry; I don’t want anything from them. I’ll be very careful.’

‘We’ll go to the docks together and I’ll stay there until your ship is safely at sea. If anyone comes and tries to stop you then I’ll fight them off!’ They grinned at each other as she hid her tears, determined to stay bright and positive. This was a big decision for him and he needed her support.

‘Thanks.’ He clasped her hand, his eyes shining with love and amusement. ‘I know no one will get near me with you there on guard. But seriously, Hanna, I’ll only be able to go with an easy mind if I know you’re leaving that place as well. Promise me you’ll go and see about that job today.’

‘I promise.’ She managed a smile. ‘Now, you had better get back before Mr Talbot gets suspicious.’

She watched him hurry away, so proud of him. He had grown into a fine boy, tall, strong and courageous. He was determined to make a better life for himself, and she must do the same.

She spent the next two hours at the beck and call of everyone, as it had been for years, but not for much longer. Once Jack had sailed away then she would have to get away from here, so she was determined to make this her last day in this place. The realization that she would soon be leaving the orphanage filled her with excitement, happy not only for herself but for her brother as well. They were finally going to take charge of their own lives. The address of the lady she was going to see was in her pocket and she touched it, making sure it was still safe. She would go there this afternoon in her free time.

The house was nearly as big as the orphanage, but there the similarity ended. The orphanage had a grim neglected look about it, but this was beautiful! Oh, she hoped Mrs Harcourt still needed a nanny. What if she had found someone else already? Suppose she wasn’t at home?

Pushing the doubts aside she hurried up the long driveway, her heart beating uncomfortably. So much depended on this job. She wanted Jack to be able to leave knowing she was settled in a good post. As soon as she reached the front door she knocked firmly, composing herself. She must look calm and competent.

The door opened almost immediately by a maid in a pristine uniform. ‘Mrs Harcourt asked me to call,’ she said quickly. ‘My name is Hanna Foster.’

‘Come in, Miss Foster. I’ll tell Mrs Harcourt you’re here.’ The maid gave her a friendly smile and ushered her into a small side room. ‘Wait here, please.’

There had been many disappointments and heartaches in Hanna’s life so she had learnt not to take things for granted. It had made her strong and able to bend like a willow in a storm. If this position was no longer available then Mrs Harcourt might be able to tell her of another one. She would ask.

The maid was soon back, still smiling. ‘This way please. Good luck,’ she whispered as she opened a door for Hanna.

Smiling her thanks she stepped into a lovely sitting room, the beauty of it nearly taking her breath away. This was how she had always imagined a family home would be like. The decor was in pale apricot, giving a glowing warmth to the room, tidy, but not too tidy. Daily newspapers were thrown on to a small side table, books on one of the chairs, and a toy train sticking out from behind the long window curtains. So one of the children was a boy.

‘Thank you for coming, Miss Foster.’

She turned her attention to Mrs Harcourt, returning the lady’s smile. She spoke clearly. ‘You told me you needed a nanny, Mrs Harcourt, and if the position is still available I would like to be considered.’

‘I do still need a nanny.’ She gave a wry smile. ‘I have interviewed many girls, but did not feel that any could cope with my boys, until I saw you handling all those children with such ease and kindness. Sit down and we will have tea while we talk.’

Surprised at being offered tea, Hanna sat in the nearest chair, sinking into its comfort. In these lovely surroundings she was very aware that her clothes were shabby, but they were clean and well pressed.

Mrs Harcourt rang a bell and ordered refreshments, then turned her full attention to Hanna. ‘We talked a little when we met, but I had the impression that you didn’t like to say too much. Am I right?’

‘Yes, Mrs Harcourt.’

‘I understand. Would you tell me about yourself now, and how you came to be at the orphanage?’

The tea arrived, and when they were alone again, Hanna talked freely about what had happened to her and Jack and how determined they were now to make a new life for themselves. There wasn’t the slightest hint of self-pity as she talked, and the only emotion she showed was when she told Mrs Harcourt about the treatment her brother was receiving.

She sipped her tea to compose herself, and then looked up. ‘You see, Mrs Harcourt, I’ve looked after my brother since he was five years old, and all the time we were in the orphanage I could protect him, but now he is with these people,’ she couldn’t bear to say their name, ‘and I have been unable to watch over him. But he’s a sensible and brave boy and has joined the Merchant Navy. Now I can move away and make a home for us so he’ll have somewhere to stay when he comes back from a voyage.’

‘I understand, and if you agree to come and work for us I will expect you to have a room in the house, but there is an annex for the servants and your brother can stay there when he is home.’

‘Oh, that is kind of you!’ Relief showed in her smile. ‘We will pay for the room, of course.’

‘You will not,’ Jane Harcourt told her firmly, and then laughed. ‘You will take it as a reward for looking after the boys. So, are you going to take on the task?’

‘I’d like that very much.’

‘Thank you, Hanna, that’s a brave decision without even seeing them.’ Her smile was full of amusement. ‘When can you start?’

‘Tomorrow afternoon. Jack’s ship sails early in the morning, then I can come straight here.’

‘Don’t you have to give the orphanage some notice?’

‘No, they have never formally employed me. I’ve only stayed on to be near my brother. For the work I do I get a room, food and two shillings a week. I am on call day and night.’

‘That is outrageous! They have been taking advantage of you.’

‘I know, but I had no choice, Mrs Harcourt, and it suited me to stay there. It became even more important when that brute of a man pretended that he and his wife wanted an older boy instead of a baby. I was suspicious then, but the orphanage seemed satisfied and I didn’t want to deny Jack the chance to have a proper family. It soon became clear that he only wanted a strong boy to work as a slave and vent his violent streak on. No wonder his wife is a timid woman, afraid to open her mouth.’

Hanna’s eyes misted with tears. It hurt to talk about it, but Mrs Harcourt should have the complete story. She lifted her head again. ‘But Jack’s had the courage to do something about it, and I’m so proud of him.’

‘You are both strong and brave, and we will be delighted to have you care for our boys.’ Jane Harcourt tipped her head to one side and listened to the sound of excited voices. ‘Ah, here they come.’

The door opened and two children erupted into the room, rushing over to their mother, both talking at the same time about the deer they had seen in Richmond Park. They were about three years old, Hanna guessed, fair hair tousled from the wind, and faces flushed with excitement.

‘Children!’ Their mother laughed. ‘You can tell me later. There’s someone here for you to meet.’

Their heads turned and Hanna was looking into two pairs of the bluest eyes she had ever seen, and it wasn’t only their eyes that were identical. She gasped and her smile spread in delight. Twins!

A deep laugh came from the doorway and she looked at the tall man standing just inside the room. There was no doubt that he was their father. He had an air of authority about him and she got to her feet.

‘They come as quite a shock when you first see them.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Darling, this is the young girl I told you about, Hanna Foster, and she has agreed to be the boys’ nanny.’

‘Splendid.’ He strode over and shook her hand. ‘My wife needs your help as I’m away quite a lot. Please sit down.’

While the introduction had been going on the boys had edged closer to her, and one of them said proudly, ‘Our father is captain of a big ship, and we’ve been on it.’

‘How exciting!’ She couldn’t take her eyes off the twins, gazing from one to the other, looking for any physical difference. She couldn’t find anything, but she was already in love with them. ‘My brother is sailing on a ship tomorrow morning.’

‘Have you seen it?’

‘Not yet, but in the morning I will watch it until it’s out of sight.’ She smiled as they stepped closer, interested in what she was saying. These were happy, secure children, not poor frightened ones needing comfort.

‘Our father drives a battleship with lots of guns. Do you know what your brother’s ship is like?’

‘It will be quite different.’ She glanced at Captain Harcourt. ‘Royal Navy, sir?’ And when he nodded she began to explain the difference between the two services. The boys listened with rapt attention until she had finished.

‘Thank you,’ they both said together, and then ran back to their mother, wanting to tell her about the things Hanna had told them.

She glanced up and saw Captain Harcourt studying her intently. ‘Is your brother the only family you have?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You are going to miss him, but he can make a good life for himself if he is willing to work hard.’

She nodded. ‘It’s the first time we have been parted, but Jack will be free. He isn’t afraid of hard work and loves ships. We’ve spent hours at the docks watching them sail in and out.’ Her smile spread as she remembered. ‘When he was little he was always begging me to take him to see the boats.’

‘He’s younger than you, then.’

‘A little, sir,’ she said cautiously, not wanting to give away Jack’s age.

The man sitting opposite her wasn’t fooled, and said gently, ‘Don’t worry, I ran away to sea when I was only fifteen, and as soon as I was old enough I joined the Royal Navy. I fully understand your brother’s desire to go to sea.’

‘I’m sure you do, sir,’ she replied with relief.

He stood up. ‘Do you boys want to help me pack my bag?’ When the twins yelped with delight and ran to his side, he said, ‘Say goodbye to Hanna and thank her for agreeing to come and look after you.’

Two heads swivelled round and when their gorgeous eyes fixed on her she couldn’t help smiling. Now they appeared to be violet, not blue. How extraordinary.

‘Thank you,’ they said in unison. ‘When are you coming to live with us?’

‘Tomorrow afternoon.’

One of the boys stepped closer. ‘That’s good because our father is going back to his ship in the morning so we’ll all be feeling sad.’

‘My brother is leaving then as well, so we’ll be able to cheer each other up.’

They nodded, smiling again, and she was surprised when the one who had spoken reached out and touched her hand.

‘Do you know lots of stories?’ he asked.

‘Hundreds.’ She tipped her head to one side, studying them for a moment. ‘I expect you like stories of knights on brave adventures.’

‘Yes, yes!’ Their faces were glowing now in anticipation of all the tales they were going to hear.

‘Come on, boys, you can talk to Hanna tomorrow.’

Rushing over to their father they left the room, their excited chatter fading as they climbed the stairs.

There was silence for a few moments before Hanna asked Mrs Harcourt, ‘How do you tell them apart?’

‘Physically it’s almost impossible, but their personalities are different. Andrew is the quieter of the two, more thoughtful and shows his emotions. He’s the one who came close to you just now. David is always on the go, wanting to see and do everything. He will plague you with requests for adventure, and –’ she smiled wryly – ‘you won’t get any hugs from him when they get to know you.’

‘It sounds as if David has his father’s sense of adventure.’

‘That is so, but it seems as if my husband’s character has been shared by the two boys – one all action, the other kind and loving. Andrew tries to keep his brother in check. They are a handful, Hanna, but when I saw you with the children at the orphanage I was sure you would be able to handle them. And from what I’ve seen so far I believe I was right. The boys have already taken to you.’

‘I will love looking after them, Mrs Harcourt, and thank you for offering me the job. It has come at just the right time.’ She stood up. ‘If you will excuse me, please, I must get back.’

‘Of course.’ Jane Harcourt stood as well, her expression serious. ‘If you have any trouble leaving the orphanage so soon, then tell them to contact me.’

‘Thank you, I’ll do that.’

Hanna hardly remembered the journey back to Lambeth; her mind was in a whirl with everything she had to do. The first stop was at the greengrocer’s shop to see Jack. She was selecting apples from a box outside when her brother came out of the shop. He handed her a paper bag, and as she put the choice pieces of fruit in the bag, she whispered, ‘I’ve got the job, Jack, and I start tomorrow afternoon.’

‘Wonderful!’ He sighed with relief.

‘What you doing here?’

‘Buying some of your beautiful apples, Mr Talbot,’ she said politely, not wanting to do anything to raise this man’s suspicions. ‘You’ve got the best ones I’ve seen, and I thought I’d give the youngest children at the orphanage a treat.’

‘Humph, well don’t stand here gossiping. Jack ain’t got time to waste. Weigh them for her and then get back to shifting those crates. And you make sure you charge her full price.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Jack put them on the scales with his hand underneath so they wouldn’t register properly, then he took one coin from Hanna. He stepped close and whispered in her ear. ‘The mean old devil; these are only a penny to you. See you tomorrow, like we said.’

‘Tomorrow,’ she replied, putting the rest of her money back in her pocket. She needed every bit she could scrape together to give Jack in the morning.


Two

Although it was the beginning of July, Hanna shivered as she waited at the end of the road for Jack in the early hours of the morning. She had managed to slip out of the orphanage without anyone noticing, but would her brother be able to get away unseen? He had to! She would give him a little longer, and if he didn’t come she would darn well go and get him. Nothing must stop him. This was his chance for a new life, a chance to do something he had always dreamed about, and she was damned if that brute of a man was going to stop him.

A movement further down the road caught her attention, and she watched anxiously. When she could make out the figure of her brother, she nearly cried out with relief. Without a word he grabbed her arm and they ran as fast as they could, not stopping until they were well away from the Talbot shop.

‘I was afraid you weren’t going to get away,’ she gasped.

‘It wasn’t easy. I felt as if he was watching my every move this morning, but I wasn’t going to let anything or anyone stop me.’ They had reached the main road to the docks, and Jack was looking anxiously around.

‘I hope we haven’t missed that lorry,’ she said.

‘A man told me he comes every day without fail.’ Jack put his head to one side, listening, and stepped into the road, waving to catch the driver’s attention. ‘Ah, this could be him.’

‘If you’re going to the docks then hop in,’ the man said as he pulled up.

They settled in the back of the truck, and by the time they reached the docks he had picked up about a dozen men. Hanna was glad to get out because she had been teased all the way, and it had been a new experience for her. They thought it highly amusing that a girl should be sharing their lift to the docks.

When they reached the ship Jack was going to sail on he stood gazing at it, a smile on his face. ‘She’s a general cargo ship. Isn’t she beautiful! North Star, she’s called.’

Hanna thought she was big and ugly, but she agreed with her brother, not wanting to spoil his excitement. This was a huge step for him to take, and her heart beat with pride for the courage he was showing. She was determined to be just as brave, even though her heart was aching at the thought of saying goodbye to him for a while. They had never been apart in their lives before.

‘Hello, I saw you in the office yesterday, didn’t I? You’re Jack Foster, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, sir,’ he said to the man who had approached them.

‘You don’t need to call me sir. Frank’s my name and I’m the cook.’ He gave Hanna a curious look. ‘And who is this? Your girl?’

‘No,’ Jack laughed. ‘This is my sister, Hanna. She’s come to see me off.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Hanna. Don’t you worry about Jack, because we’ll take good care of him.’

‘Thank you.’ She returned his smile.

‘We’d better get on board, Jack. Say goodbye to your sister. We’re on our way to New Zealand, but we’ll be back in time for Christmas.’

Jack hugged her, suddenly looking apprehensive and a little tearful now the moment of parting had arrived.

‘Write when you can – and good luck.’ It was a struggle to keep her own tears at bay, but she managed it. ‘Have a good, safe voyage, and when you get back we’ll make it the best darned Christmas we’ve ever had.’

While they had been standing on the dock the sky had begun to brighten as the sun peeped over the horizon. ‘Look, Jack, a new day.’

He nodded. ‘A new day, and a new beginning for both of us.’

Without another word he turned and walked away with Frank. She watched as he boarded the ship, and then settled herself on an old crate to wait for them to sail.

It was two hours before the ship began to move away and she scanned the rail hoping to see Jack and give him a last wave, but there was no sign of him. She didn’t turn away until the ship was almost out of sight, and only then did she make her way back to the orphanage. Jack was safely away from Talbot, and now it was time to cut her ties with the orphanage and begin her new life.

A voice she knew only too well could be clearly heard when she walked in the door. Talbot was demanding to know where Jack was. Knowing this moment had to be faced, she braced herself and walked into the office.

Talbot spun round to face her, his face bright red with anger. ‘Where is he?’

‘Somewhere you can’t get at him.’ She had no intention of telling him where Jack really was.

‘You’ll tell me where he is, girl!’

She didn’t flinch or move away when he came close to her, even though his hands were clenched into fists. She knew he wanted to beat the information out of her, but if he did she would lash out as well. It didn’t matter now. Jack was out of his way, and she would be as well soon. ‘No! You’ll never find him.’

‘He’s mine and you’ll bloody well tell me where you’ve hidden him!’ He gripped her shoulders painfully and shook her.

‘Take your hands off me! You’re a bully. Are you really surprised that my brother wanted to get away from you?’

When his fingers bit into her thin shoulders she turned her head and looked at the woman who was in charge of the orphanage. ‘Call the police, Mrs Buxton, this man is attacking me.’

‘There’s no need for that,’ he snarled, stepping away from her and looking at Mrs Buxton. ‘You order this girl to tell me where the boy is. He can’t run away because we’ve adopted him. He’s mine and I want him back!’

‘You haven’t legally adopted him yet and he has every right to leave if he wants to.’

‘Hanna, you must tell us where Jack is. He’s too young to be out on his own, and he might not be safe.’ Mrs Buxton looked flustered.

‘He isn’t on his own, and he is safer than he was with Mr Talbot.’

‘I can’t force Hanna to tell us where he is, Mr Talbot. I’m so sorry.’

‘You haven’t heard the last of this, Mrs Buxton. If he doesn’t come back then you will owe me!’ he stated with menace. He stormed out and slammed the door with such force that the old building almost rocked on its foundations.

Taking a deep breath Hanna faced the woman she had always considered quite incompetent to be in charge of so many vulnerable children. ‘How could you have let that odious man keep my brother? I told you time and time again that he was beating Jack, but you did nothing. You’re not fit to be in charge of children, and I’m going to do my best to see that you are removed from this job!’

That brought a reaction. ‘Who do you think you’re talking to? Where is your brother?’

‘None of your business! And as soon as I’ve collected my bag I’m leaving as well. You won’t see either of us again.’

How Hanna climbed the stairs to her room she didn’t know. Her legs were shaking and her shoulders hurt where Talbot had gripped her, but she wouldn’t show any sign of weakness because Mrs Buxton was following her. Her bag was already packed, and she picked it up.

‘Where do you think you’re going?’ the woman demanded. ‘You are both being very foolish. If you think you can survive on your own then you are mistaken. You are only used to the institution, and will not be able to cope outside. That is why we persuaded you to let your brother go to Mr and Mrs Talbot.’

‘Yes, I did agree, thinking it would be right for my brother, but it was a terrible mistake. At least while he was here I could protect him, but there was little I could do to stop him being thrashed while he was in their house.’ She glared at the woman in charge. ‘And you did nothing!’

‘It was out of my hands. Jack made no effort to fit in with the Talbots.’

‘What absolute rubbish! No one would fit in with them. Talbot is a bully and a coward! You could have reported him and had Jack taken from him, but that was too much trouble for you, wasn’t it? Get out of my way.’

‘You won’t last long. You’ll soon be back begging me to take you in again.’

Shaking her head in disbelief, Hanna stormed out and walked quickly towards the bus stop. That wasn’t the way she had intended to leave. A polite, dignified exit had been planned, but there hadn’t been anything dignified about her outburst. She had always held her tongue in an effort to protect both of them from any unpleasantness, but that was no longer necessary, and her anger had spilled out. Well, that couldn’t be helped now. What was done was done, and couldn’t be changed. The past was behind them and they had a future to build.

The twins rushed to meet her as soon as she arrived at the house. ‘Did you see your brother’s ship?’ they asked.

‘Yes. And I watched it sail out to sea. The sun was shining on the water, and it was a beautiful sight.’

‘Father has gone, as well, and mother is visiting Grandma. She’ll be back soon, and she told us to look after you.’

Hanna studied the children, but could not tell them apart yet. She looked at the maid. ‘Do you know who is David and who is Andrew?’

‘No idea,’ she laughed. ‘Every time I think I’ve worked it out they play little tricks, and I’m confused again. They enjoy fooling people. It’s a huge joke to them.’

The twins were grinning.

‘Oh, I’ll sort you two out in no time,’ she teased.

They thought that was very funny, obviously sure she didn’t have a chance, and the two girls joined in with the laughter.

‘I’m Mary, by the way,’ the maid told her. ‘And I’m very glad you’re here. Come on, boys, let’s show Hanna her room.’

‘You’re next to us.’ Andrew and David spoke together.

‘You’ll get used to that,’ Mary explained as they climbed the stairs. ‘They seem to know what the other is thinking and often say the same thing at the same time. But it’s when they’re talking to each other you will have trouble. None of us can understand a word they say then. They seem to have a language of their own. Here we are.’ She threw open a door. ‘This is yours.’

When Hanna walked into the room she couldn’t believe her eyes. It was huge, and very beautiful. The decor of cream and pale pink took her breath away. ‘This can’t be right, Mary?’

‘This is your room.’ One of the boys caught hold of her hand and pulled her towards a door, while the other twin opened it. ‘We’re in here. You’re next to us in case we need anything in the night.’

‘But we never do,’ the other one told her. ‘Or not often. We’re very good.’

‘I’m sure you are, but I won’t mind you calling me in the night if you need to.’

The boys gave each other a knowing glance.

‘Now they’ve got you where they want you,’ Mary whispered in her ear, trying not to laugh out loud.

The rest of the day flew by. Mrs Harcourt arrived home at four o’clock, and insisted that they all have afternoon tea together. By the time the twins were fast asleep, Hanna was drained. It had been an emotional day and she was relieved to climb into her own bed, sinking into the luxurious comfort.

Tired as she was, sleep didn’t come at once. This was the first quiet moment she had had to herself, and her thoughts naturally turned to her brother. He would be well out to sea now, and she prayed that he was going to be all right on the ship. That man, Frank, had seemed nice enough, and she hoped he meant it when he’d said they would keep an eye on Jack for her.

For ten years she had looked after him, protected and worried about him. Now he was on his own in a man’s world. She didn’t try to stop the tears flowing, knowing she was going to miss him so much. It had been hard to let him go, but it had been the right thing to do.

‘Be happy, Jack,’ she murmured as she fell into an exhausted sleep.


Three

‘Whoops!’ Jack slid along as the ship pitched, landing on his backside. Strong hands lifted him up, and he grinned at the sailor, wondering how he was managing to stay on his feet without holding on to anything. ‘Thanks. I’ve been told to get some grub. But that’s easier said than done. How do you stay upright?’

‘You’ll get the hang of it. Come and walk with me and I’ll give you a few tips.’

At that moment the floor fell away from under his feet and Jack was saved from falling again. He burst out laughing, finding the whole thing hilarious. ‘I certainly need some tips.’

The sailor grinned at him while holding him steady. ‘What’s your name, lad?’

‘Jack.’

‘Welcome aboard, Jack. I’m Bill. Do you feel all right?’

‘I’m skidding about all over the place and keep getting lost, but apart from that I’m all right. This ship is like a maze.’

Bill nodded and took a firm grip of Jack’s arm. ‘You’ll soon find out where everything is. Let’s get some food.’

The mess was nearly empty when they arrived. There were only two men sitting at the table clutching mugs of steaming tea and looking very sorry for themselves.

‘I hope you two want something to eat,’ Frank, the cook, said.

‘What you got?’ Bill asked, sitting Jack on a seat. ‘Stay there, lad, I’ll get your food.’

‘You’ve got pie and mash,’ Frank told them. ‘And you’re lucky to get that in this weather.’

‘Lovely.’ Jack rubbed his hands together in anticipation. ‘I’m starving.’

The two sailors already at the table looked at him in disbelief, and one groaned before saying, ‘Not another one with a cast-iron stomach?’

Bill put a plate of food in front of Jack. ‘Hold on to that or it’ll end up in your lap.’

‘Thanks, I’m ravenous. Must be the sea air.’

Frank burst into laughter. ‘I knew he was a born sailor the moment I set eyes on him.’

The other two men dragged themselves to their feet and staggered out of the mess. Then Frank joined them at the table with his own plate of food.

‘Smashing pie,’ Jack said, tackling his food with gusto.

‘You can have as much as you like. I’m not going to get many customers tonight.’

‘Why?’ Jack asked. ‘This pie is the best I’ve ever tasted.’

‘Quite a few of them won’t start eating until we’re through the Bay of Biscay, then they won’t feel sick any more.’

‘I didn’t think sailors got sick.’

Bill chuckled. ‘Some throw up every time they set sail, and bad weather lays out a few more. Admiral Nelson suffered with sea sickness all the time.’

‘Did he? Gosh, I didn’t know that.’

‘Looks as if you’re going to be like the two of us. The motion of the ship never bothers us.’ Frank picked up Jack’s empty plate. ‘Manage another helping?’

‘Yes, please, Frank. I haven’t had anything to eat since breakfast, and that was a long time ago.’

‘I’ll have some too.’ Bill held out his plate. ‘Shame to let it go to waste. How’s the tea pot?’

‘Been standing around a bit, so I’ll make us a fresh pot.’

‘What made you join the merchant navy?’ Bill asked, while they waited for their second helpings.

‘I’ve always watched the ships and wanted to sail in them.’

‘Your sister’s a pretty girl. Has she got a boyfriend?’ Frank asked as he served them the food and tea.

‘No.’ Jack shook his head. ‘She’s never had time to enjoy herself. We were sent to the orphanage when I was five, and she looked after me, refusing to let us be separated.’

‘She sounds like a good person.’

‘Oh, she is, Bill. I don’t know what would have happened to me if she hadn’t protected me. Now I’m going to be a sailor she can think of herself for a change. She’s got a nice job to go to today. This is a new day for both of us.’

‘You’re glad to be getting away from the orphanage, then?’

‘Very!’ Jack finished his tea and waited while Frank refilled his mug. ‘Er . . . I know we’re heading for New Zealand and this is going to be a long voyage, but do you know the other places we’ll be going to? I didn’t ask when I signed on.’

Bill gave him a studied look. ‘You were that desperate to get away from whoever was beating you? The bruises still show.’

Grimacing, Jack merely nodded.

Not probing any further, Bill changed the subject. ‘We’ll be going through the Suez Canal, on to India, Ceylon and Singapore.’

Jack gasped. ‘I’ve only ever seen those places on a map. Have you been to New Zealand before?’

‘We’ve been there a few times, and it’s a beautiful country. We usually have a couple of days’ leave when we arrive, so we’ll show you around.’

‘Will you?’ Jack couldn’t hide his excitement. ‘I’ve never been outside of London before. I must write to Hanna. Is there some way to send letters back home?’

‘We’ll be able to collect our post from the Port Agent when we stop, and we can post letters then.’ Bill stood up. ‘I’m on watch in twenty minutes, and you must get some sleep, lad. It will be a busy day tomorrow. Come on, I’ll see you safely to your bunk.’

Jack stood up with the help of the experienced sailor, still holding on to the table that was screwed to the floor. At that moment the ship dipped and then rolled from side to side, and if it hadn’t been for the two sailors he would have been the other side of the mess on his backside again.

‘Don’t fight the motion of the ship,’ Bill advised. ‘Widen your stance and go with the roll.’

Concentrating hard, Jack let go of the table and took a couple of cautious steps. He grinned for a moment and then yelped as the ship gave a huge lurch, and Bill stopped him again from crashing into the bulkhead. Laughing, he straightened up and insisted on trying to stand on his own. He planted his feet wide apart as Bill had told him, and managed to stand unaided, albeit with difficulty.

Nodding his approval, Bill slapped him on the back. ‘We’ll make a sailor of you in no time at all, lad. Come on, time you had some sleep.’

It was only when Jack climbed into his bunk that he realized just how tired he was. The day had been long, but very exciting, and the men were friendly. There appeared to be a comradeship between them, and he had been quickly included. Bill was a leading seaman with twenty years’ service, and Jack knew he couldn’t ask for a better man to give him advice. There was so much to learn, and he couldn’t wait to tell Hanna all about it, but writing a letter tonight was out of the question. The ship was pitching and rolling too much. He’d start a letter as soon as he could and have it ready to post at the first port of call.

‘Hope your day has been as good as mine, Hanna,’ he murmured, before falling into a deep sleep.

‘Jack! Wake up, lad.’

‘What?’ He shot up, banging his head on the bunk above him, wondering where the devil he was for a moment. ‘Ouch!’

The small space was full of sailors preparing for the day ahead, and as he slid out of the bunk he was slightly disorientated after sleeping heavily. ‘What time is it, Bill?’

‘Five. Get dressed quickly. We’ll have breakfast and then I’ll take you to the officer on watch. He’ll tell you what your assignments are for the day.’

‘Right.’ Jack reached for his clothes, and then stopped suddenly, a wide grin spreading across his face. ‘Hey, I can stand up!’

Bill laughed. ‘The storm has blown itself out. Move it, lad, or you won’t have time to eat. You must never be late for duty.’

After a quick slosh with water, Jack was ready in ten minutes. Thank goodness he didn’t have to shave yet. If Bill noticed his lack of morning whiskers he didn’t say anything, but he was certain the sailor knew he was under age. That was probably why he had taken him under his wing straight away, and for that he was very grateful.

No more than half an hour later he had received his duties for the day. The ship was huge, but everyone was very friendly and helpful as he tried to negotiate himself from one job to another. Every part of the ship he was sent to he bombarded the men with questions. The knowledge he gained was meticulously recorded in a notebook he had in his pocket. He was determined to be a good sailor.

It was late afternoon before he had a moment to himself, and after grabbing a cup of tea he headed for the deck. The sea was calm now and he leant on the rail, gazing at the huge expanse of water.

‘Like what you see?’ Bill joined him.

‘Oh, yes,’ he sighed. ‘Look at the sun glistening on the water. I always thought the sea was either blue or grey, but it isn’t, is it? There are so many colours. It’s breathtaking.’

‘I never get tired of looking at it. Not only does it have many colours, but also many moods. Sometimes, like now, it’s gentle, other times it’s boisterous, and sometimes violent and cruel. The sea is ever changing, Jack. Love it, respect it, but never trust it. Have you finished your tasks?’

‘Yes, I’m free now until tomorrow morning. I haven’t actually done much today, I’ve just been told to watch and learn, but I hope they let me start working soon.’

‘You’ll be doing jobs on your own from tomorrow, I’ve no doubt. I’m free for the rest of the day, so let’s get some food.’ He glanced at Jack’s too-thin body. ‘We need to get you fattened up a bit. You look as if you haven’t had a decent meal for ages.’

Jack grimaced. ‘That brute ran me ragged, and he wasn’t very generous when it came to feeding me.’

Bill’s mouth set in a grim line. ‘We’ll soon put that right.’

The scene in the galley was very different from the previous night. It was crowded. Men were eating, talking, and there was a serious game of cards going on. Bill and Jack squeezed in at the end of the long table.

‘Hey, lad, want to join us?’ one of the card players asked.

‘No, thanks. I don’t know how.’ He looked at the pile of coins on the table and shook his head. ‘I haven’t got enough money anyway.’

‘We’ll show you, and we’ll take markers until you get paid.’

‘No, I don’t gamble.’

‘That’s sensible.’ Bill gave the men a stern glance. ‘This boy’s got more sense than to let you take his money.’

‘He might win. Beginners are often lucky.’

Bill gave a dry laugh. ‘Not against you lot they’re not. Biggest load of cheats I’ve come across in twenty years at sea.’

Jack grinned at the roars of protest and good-humoured banter. Everyone was laughing by the time Jack and Bill had plates of sausage and mash in front of them.

‘Don’t let them entice you into playing cards with them,’ Bill warned.

‘No fear. I’m going to save my money for my sister. She’s going to make sure we have a place of our own.’ A wistful look crossed his face. ‘I was only a nipper when we were sent to the orphanage, and I don’t remember what it was like to have a proper home. Hanna told me to enjoy the voyage and spend my money, but I’m going to save some because I’m not going to let her do this on her own. I’m older now and it’s time she had some help.’

‘In that case you’ve got something worth saving for.’

‘Oh, yes. It’s our dream and we’ll make it come true. I must start my letter to her tonight. I’ve got so much to tell her.’ He frowned and sighed. ‘I feel guilty about being so happy. I hope she’s all right.’

‘I’m sure she will be. She sounds a sensible girl.’

‘Of course she will, but I can’t help worrying.’ Jack cleared his plate and pulled a face. ‘Silly of me. We’re both away from the orphanage now, and that’s what we always wanted. If the job she’s got doesn’t work out she’ll get something else. My Hanna’s strong and determined.’

‘I’d like to meet her one day.’ Bill slapped Jack on the back, and called to Frank, ‘What’s for pudding?’

‘Spotted dick with syrup.’

‘Oh, smashing.’ The smile was back on Jack’s face.
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