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The Thames carried him away from her, but would it bring him home…?

Twelve-year-old Eliza Bragg has known little in life but the cold, comfortless banks of the Thames. Living above her uncle’s chandlery she has grown accustomed to a life of penury and servitude, her only comfort the love and protection of her older brother, Bart.

But one day Bart accidentally kills a man and is forced to flee to New Zealand. Alone, barefoot, beaten down and at the mercy of her cruel uncle, Eliza realises that her very survival is at stake…
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Chapter One

Wapping, East London, summer 1862

A shaft of moonlight struggling through the grimy panes of the skylight sketched the pattern of the window on the bare floorboards of the sailmaker’s loft. Huge rolls of canvas, wooden spars, spools of twine, sailmaker’s palms and needles were set out with workmanlike precision, in readiness for the next morning when the sailmaker and his apprentices would arrive for an early start. It was hardly a comfortable dwelling place, but orphaned, twelve-year-old Eliza Bragg had only vague memories of living in a proper house. She was used to the smell of hemp, tar and beeswax and the eerie shadows, like ghosts of long-dead mariners, that lurked in the corners of the sail loft above Uncle Enoch’s chandlery.

Eliza had never known her mother, who had died giving birth to her, and, although she could remember her dad’s gruff voice, his infectious chuckle and the smell of the river mud that had clung to his clothes, mingling with the faint aroma of pipe tobacco, his craggy face was rapidly fading into a misty blur. He had been a waterman, working the dark and sometimes sinister waters of the Thames. In the end it was the river that had taken his life when, in thick fog, his boat had been rammed by a larger vessel. His body had never been found. Eliza, who had been just seven at the time, had comforted herself with the fancy that he slept beneath the glassy surface of the great river, rocking gently in a cradle of green waterweed, and one day might simply wake up and come home.

Her elder brother, Bart, had followed the family tradition and was now in his last year as an apprentice waterman. She was waiting, a little impatiently as she was hungry, for his return from a hard day’s work on the river. Straining her eyes in the light of a guttering stub of a candle stuck in an empty beer bottle, Eliza sat on a stool at one of the trestles, reading a history book that she had won for being a diligent student at the church school for which Uncle Enoch had grudgingly paid a small annual fee. To her chagrin, he had tried his hardest to get her into one of the non-fee-paying ragged schools, but her entry had been refused on the grounds that Enoch Bragg was a comparatively well-off man. Her schooldays had ended when she was ten years old. Enoch did not approve of educated women and Eliza suspected that he did not like women at all. He had made it clear that, in his opinion, she had had enough book learning and she must now earn her living by working in the chandlery.

At one end of the table, she had set out supper for herself and Bart: half a loaf of bread, a heel of cheddar cheese, from which she had scraped most of the green mould, and a pitcher of small beer. Outside the sail loft, the familiar sounds of the Thames were muted by the night, but Eliza knew that the river never slept. Working with the tides, there was the constant movement of sailing ships, barges, lighters and wherries, docking and unloading with the banging of hatch covers, shouts of the stevedores and clanking of anchor chains. Then the whole process would continue in reverse as the empty holds were loaded with cargo. There was the seemingly endless tramp of feet on gangplanks, the rumble of cartwheels over cobblestones, the creaking of cranes, and finally the setting of sails, with the flapping sound of canvas taking up the wind.

By day there was hustle and bustle, noise and colour, but by night the soot-blackened buildings and the inky water took on a more sinister aspect. Eliza had read in her history book that the pre-Celtic name for the Thames was tamasa, meaning dark river, and she could see how the swirling water had earned its reputation. Slithering its way through London, the river was life and death to the folk who eked out a living on its banks. Sometimes the water was thick and oily-brown, the colour of stewed tea, and sometimes it was grey-green and scaly with flotsam like a half-submerged crocodile. At night, living up to its name, the dark river slunk through the city, black and sticky as tar; the last resort for the desperate and suicidal. In all its moods, the river was both awesome and dangerous. But then, Eliza reasoned, the whole of London was dangerous and the East End particularly so: Bart had forbidden her to go out alone at night and never, never to venture up Old Gravel Lane to the Ratcliff Highway, where every other building was a cheap lodging house for seamen, a drinking place or a brothel, and deep in the alleyways there were gaming hells and opium dens. By day there was drunkenness, violence, vice and robbery and, by night, even the police were afraid to venture into that particular area.

Eliza cocked her head, listening to the throbbing of a steam engine and the hoot of its whistle as the ship prepared to sail. She could hear the rhythmic chant of the seamen as they hauled in the anchor, and the even louder voice of the mate bellowing orders to the crew. Glancing at the clock on the wall, Eliza chewed the tip of her finger, wondering where her brother had got to; he was late for his supper and that wasn’t like him. She closed her book and she blew out the candle to save it for when Bart came home, dirty, tired and hungry. It was stiflingly hot in the loft as it always was in summer, and correspondingly cold in the winter, but she had grown used to the extremes, having lived here since her father’s untimely death five years ago. Uncle Enoch had begrudgingly taken them in, or rather he had allowed them to live in his sail loft, given them just enough food to keep body and soul together, and had insisted that they attend the mission church of St Peter’s in Dock Street, at the end of Old Gravel Lane, three times on a Sunday. Bart had complied with this at first, but now at twenty he was a full-grown man, strong and muscular from years of rowing and working on the river, and his fiery temperament often clashed with that of their domineering uncle. Eliza admired and adored Bart, who was not only her elder brother but also her protector and her friend.

Waiting anxiously, she went to the top of the ladder that led down into the chandlery where Uncle Enoch spent his days making a tidy profit, though what he did with it was a mystery. Eliza imagined that he had a brassbound chest hidden in the cellar of his house just a few streets away, where he lived alone; too miserable and mean to share his life with a housekeeper, let alone a wife.

Straining her ears, she leaned through the opening and peered down the wooden stepladder. She shivered suddenly, in spite of the heat, and her heart began to thud; there was no reason to be frightened, but a dreadful feeling of apprehension enveloped her like a London particular. Sliding down the ladder with the nimbleness of long practice, she made her way between the shelves stacked with every conceivable item that a shipmaster might want or need. Alone in the darkness, she hesitated, pricking her ears and listening to the pounding of booted feet on the cobblestones. As they came nearer, Eliza knew by some sixth sense that Bart was in trouble and she ran to the street door. She had barely reached it when someone began hammering on it with their fists. She could hear Bart shouting urgently for her to let him in and she tugged at the iron bolts with both hands. Before she had got the door half open, Bart pushed in past her. ‘Lock it, for God’s sake. Bolt it, Liza, and don’t open it for no one.’

Even as she shot the last bolt, Eliza could hear the sharp blasts of police whistles and men shouting. ‘Whatever is it, Bart? What’s happened?’

Leaning against the wall, Bart bent double, fighting to catch his breath. ‘I killed a man, Liza. I killed him dead.’

‘No, no, you couldn’t have, not you.’ Eliza peered into his face. Even in the gloom, she could see that he was deathly pale and a pulse was throbbing at his temple. ‘Speak to me, tell me it ain’t true.’

‘Shhh!’ Bart clamped his hand over her mouth as the footsteps stopped outside.

Someone tried the door. ‘It’s locked. He can’t have gone in there.’

As the sound of trampling feet grew fainter, Bart released her with a long, shuddering sigh. ‘They’ve gone, but they’ll be back. I’ve got to get away, Liza. If they catch me I’ll hang and that’s for sure.’

‘Tell me what happened,’ Eliza cried, running after him as he made his way through the shop, his boots barely seeming to touch the rungs of the ladder as he climbed up to the sail loft.

Hampered by her long skirts, Eliza got there to find Bart throwing his few possessions into a ditty bag. ‘Bart, for the love of God, tell me what’s going on.’

He paused, staring at her, his face ghostlike in the moonlight. ‘I never meant to do it, Liza, but I lost me temper. The cove was drunk and he wouldn’t pay what he owed me. I threatened to toss him in the river if he wouldn’t cough up the money. He took a swing at me, caught me on the nose and I was mad with pain. I picked him up and chucked him over the quay wall.’

‘That’s not so bad, is it? I’d say he deserved a ducking for trying to cheat you.’

Bart’s face contorted with anguish as he shook his head. ‘If only it were just that. He was stone dead when we pulled him out. He must have hit his head on something and his neck was broke.’

‘Oh, Bart!’ Eliza wrapped her arms around his waist in an attempt to comfort him. ‘You never meant to hurt him, I’m sure. The coppers will understand that it was an accident.’

‘I won’t stand a chance if they get me. There’s no justice for those what can’t afford a mouthpiece. If I go up before the beak, it’ll be the gallows for me.’

‘No, no!’ She hugged him with all her might. ‘Don’t say that.’

Gently, Bart disentangled himself from her grasp. ‘Don’t be scared, Liza. I just need to get away from London for a while.’

‘But what will we do, where will we go?’ Eliza struggled against the tears that burned the back of her eyes. She must not cry; she was a big girl now and not a baby.

Bart shook his head. ‘Not you, poppet. You’re only a kid, and a girl at that. I’ve got to make a run for it and I can’t take you with me.’

‘But you can’t leave me here on my own. You can’t.’

‘Listen to me, Liza. There’s a ship sailing for Australia on the tide and I aim to be on it.’

‘Then take me with you.’

‘I can’t.’ Bart’s voice cracked with suppressed emotion. ‘I’ll have to work me passage. Uncle Enoch will look after you, and I’ll send for you when I’ve made me fortune in the goldfields.’

Her tears were flowing now, pouring down her cheeks in an unstoppable stream. Hiccuping and sobbing, Eliza clutched Bart’s hand to her wet cheek. ‘Please take me, I’ll work me passage too. I’m stronger than I look.’

‘You wouldn’t last the voyage, sweetheart. Now let me go, don’t make it harder for me than it is.’

‘You said you promised our mum on her deathbed that you’d look after me,’ Eliza cried, dashing the tears from her eyes on the back of her hand. ‘You can’t leave me. I won’t let you.’

Before Bart could answer, there was a loud hammering on the door downstairs. ‘We know you’re in there, Bartholomew Bragg. Give yourself up or it’ll be the worse for you.’

Fear for his safety surmounted Eliza’s dread of losing him. She pointed to the skylight. ‘Get up on the roof and you can shin down the drainpipe, just like we used to do when Uncle Enoch locked us in with no supper.’

Bart stared at her for a moment and then he wrapped his arms around her, holding her close and rubbing his cheek against her hair. ‘Be brave, Liza. I swear I’ll send for you as soon as I can.’ With one last hug, he let her go, and hitching the ditty bag over his shoulder he leapt onto the table beneath the skylight. He pushed it open and climbed out. Eliza could just make out his silhouette crouched against the purple night sky. A cloud had passed across the moon giving him a fleeting chance of escape. With a wave of his hand, Bart disappeared into the darkness.

Composing herself, she went back down the ladder and made her way slowly through the shop. ‘All right, no need to beat the door down. I’m coming.’

The thudding on the door persisted, accompanied by threats bellowed through the keyhole. Slowly, to give Bart more time, Eliza pulled back the bolts, one by one.

‘Open up, I say.’

She opened the door and was pushed back against the wall as two policemen barged in, their truncheons held at the ready. Outside, she could see a group of sailors, most of them the worse for drink, and she slammed the door.

One constable raced up the ladder and the other came towards Eliza, his black brows drawn together in a menacing frown. ‘We know he come in here, so where is he?’

‘I dunno what you’re on about,’ Eliza said, shrugging. ‘There’s been no one through that door since the shop closed.’

He caught hold of her ear, giving it a vicious tweak. ‘You’re lying, girl. He was seen heading this way.’

Before she could answer, the other man slid down the ladder. ‘There’s supper set for two up there, Reg.’

She could smell onions on the breath of her tormentor. His black walrus moustache and mutton chop whiskers quivered as he spoke. ‘Tell me the truth now.’

‘I am telling you the truth. Me brother is due home for his supper and that’s all I know.’

‘Leave her, Reg. Ten to one he’s given us the slip down one of the alleys. We’re wasting valuable time here.’

He released her with an exclamation of annoyance and Eliza staggered against a stand of shelves. They left the shop, banging the door behind them and she shot the bolts across, leaning against the wall and stuffing her hand in her mouth so that they would not hear her anguished sobbing. Without Bart her whole world felt as though it was crumbling into dust. He had been mother, father and brother to her since they were orphaned and now, suddenly he was gone; accused of a terrible crime and set on leaving the country for a far-off land. Somehow, Eliza managed to climb the ladder to the sail loft. She threw herself down on the straw palliasse that served as a bed and cried herself to sleep.

Next morning, she found that the rats had polished off the bread and cheese and there was nothing left to eat, but she was not hungry. Downstairs she could hear Uncle Enoch hammering on the shop door and demanding to be let in. Climbing stiffly off the thin mattress, she made her way slowly down the ladder. She pulled back the bolts with a heavy heart, dreading Uncle Enoch’s reaction when he found out what had happened last night.

‘Lazy little good-for-nothing,’ Enoch said, pushing her out of the way. ‘I expect the shop to be opened and cleaned ready for business and I catch you sleeping. Just look at the state of you.’

‘Sorry, Uncle.’ Eliza bent her head, staring down at her bare feet.

‘And I’ve had the police round knocking on my door in the middle of the night. Where is he? Where’s that bastard brother of yours?’

So he knew; her heart sank. ‘I – I don’t know.’

Enoch glowered at her. His eyes narrowed into slits beneath beetling brows. ‘Don’t lie to me, girl. Unless you want your mouth washed out with soap. Where is he?’

‘Gone.’ Raising her chin defiantly, Eliza looked him in the eye. ‘He never done it. It were an accident and Bart’s gone off on a ship. They’ll never catch him.’

He caught her a blow across her cheek that knocked her to the ground. ‘I’ve raised a nest of vipers. Is this all the thanks I get for my Christian charity? I never wanted to take you in, but I did it for the sake of my dead brother. Is this how you repay me?’

Eliza bit her lip so that she would not cry. She scrambled to her feet, clutching her cheek. ‘It were an accident and I don’t know where he’s gone to.’

‘You’re lying.’

‘No, I ain’t. I’m telling you the truth.’

‘Don’t answer back. Haven’t you learnt anything in church on Sunday?’

‘I done nothing wrong, Uncle.’

‘Nothing wrong?’ Enoch’s voice rose to a roar. He went to search behind the counter, scrabbling around amongst the ledgers and receipts until he found a piece of card and a pencil. He wrote something on it and beckoned to Eliza. ‘You’ve helped a murderer to escape and you won’t say where he has gone. You are a liar and everyone shall know it. Come here.’

Reluctantly, Eliza went to him.

‘Turn round.’

Eliza turned her back to him and she could feel him pinning the card to her thin cotton blouse. The pin scraped her flesh but she did not cry out.

‘You’ll wear that until you’ve learnt your lesson. Now get about your business and clean the shop before the customers arrive.’ Enoch looked up as the door opened, and a ruddy-cheeked, bald-headed man strode in followed by four boys. ‘You’re late, Peck,’ Enoch said, scowling. ‘Don’t expect me to lower the rent on the premises if you can’t fulfil your orders.’

Ted Peck, the sailmaker, strode past Enoch, heading for the ladder. ‘Don’t worry, old man, you’ll get your rent as usual.’

Eliza kept her head bowed so that she did not have to look at the youths as they filed past her. She did not know what Uncle Enoch had written on the placard but she could guess, and it wouldn’t be flattering. Ted stopped at the bottom of the ladder, waiting until the last apprentice had scampered up into the loft before following them at a more orderly pace. When he reached the top, he looked back over his shoulder. ‘Miserable old bugger,’ he said, scowling at Enoch. He closed the hatch with a bang.

Enoch looked up, frowning. ‘I’ll double his rent if he’s not careful. And you,’ he added, pointing his quill pen at Eliza, ‘get to your work or I’ll take you across the road to the workhouse and leave you there.’

The threat of the workhouse was enough to make Eliza run out to the back yard where she filled a bucket with water from the pump. She carried it back inside, walking slowly so that she did not spill water on the tiled floor. Having fetched a mop, scrubbing brush and a cake of lye soap from the store cupboard, she was about to start work when Ted wrenched the hatch open and slid down the ladder. ‘How many times have I told you to clean up your mess before we start work?’

Enoch looked up from the ledger. ‘What’s this?’

Ted approached him with a belligerent outthrusting of his chin. ‘You may own the place, mister, but that don’t give your relations the right to leave my sail loft like a midden. There’s been food left out and that’s brought in the bleeding rats. They’ve had a go at the spanker we’ve been working on, and eaten half a pound of beeswax to boot. I tell you, Enoch, I ain’t running a home for waifs and strays up there and that’s a fact.’

Enoch turned on Eliza with a face like thunder. ‘You, girl. Go up there and sort it out. From now on you sleep under the counter. Don’t never bring food into the chandlery again.’

‘Come now, that’s a bit harsh.’ Ted cast an anxious glance at Eliza. ‘Maybe I spoke up a bit too hasty.’

‘You did not. I’ve been a sight too lenient with the girl and her feckless brother. Get up that ladder, Eliza.’

There was no point in arguing, and she climbed up into the loft where the apprentices were sitting cross-legged on the floor, working on the large piece of canvas that Eliza knew would eventually become a fore-and-aft sail, called a spanker. Stepping carefully, and ignoring the taunts from the Tonks brothers, two of the older apprentices, she went over to the table to clear away the debris left by the rats. She was not in the mood to be picked on by anyone, least of all two cheeky boys only a few years her senior. Mostly the apprentices treated her with casual indifference, like a younger sister or an amusing puppy-dog, and the copper-headed Tonks brothers were all right if you kept them in their place. Dippy Dan Bullen was a bit simple and laughed a lot even when things weren’t funny. Only Davy Little was her real friend, and then he had to make certain that the other lads were not looking when he chatted to her, or gave her a fluff-covered humbug from his pocket. They would have teased him mercilessly had they seen him taking notice of a mere girl.

Ginger Tonks looked up and grinned. ‘What’s this we hear about your Bart then, young ’un?’

Carrots nudged Davy. ‘Your little friend’s brother is a murderer, Davy. Did you know that?’

‘He ain’t,’ Eliza cried, balling her hands into fists. ‘Don’t you dare say that. It were an accident and that’s the truth.’

‘Is that why you got LIAR written on your back?’ demanded Ginger, chuckling.

Davy leapt to his feet. ‘That’s enough. Leave her alone, can’t you? Whatever Bart’s done it ain’t Liza’s fault.’

‘Ooer!’ Dippy Dan jumped up and did a jig, giggling and chanting. ‘Davy’s sweet on Liza, Davy’s sweet on Liza. Bart’s going to have his neck stretched. Bart’s going to have—’

‘Shut up!’ Davy turned on him. ‘You ain’t funny, Dippy.’

‘Leave him alone,’ Ginger said, shoving the needle through the canvas with the aid of a sailmaker’s palm. ‘Best get on, Davy, or Peck will give you what for.’

‘Be quiet, all of you,’ Eliza said, piling the palliasses one on top of the other and shoving them in a far corner. ‘And don’t let me hear one bad word about Bart or I’ll …’

‘Or what, young Liza?’ Carrots got to his feet and struck a pose. ‘Want to take a big feller on then?’

‘She can’t, but I can,’ Davy said, squaring up to him. ‘Pick on someone your own size.’

‘Stop it.’ Eliza swept the remains of the supper into her apron. ‘I’ll tell you this once and for all: my brother never killed no one, at least not intentionally. He’s gone off on a ship to the other side of the world and …’ Choking on a sob, Eliza bunched up her apron and made for the ladder.

Davy followed her to the open hatch. ‘Don’t pay no heed to them idiots.’ Thrusting his hand in his pocket, he pulled out an apple and handed it to Eliza. ‘Here, take this. The rats ate your supper and I bet you ain’t had nothing to eat this morning.’

Eliza hesitated, certain that this was Davy’s dinner, but she didn’t want to hurt his feelings and she was extremely hungry. She took it with a smile and a nod. ‘Ta, Davy.’

At ten o’clock that evening, just as it was getting dark, Enoch emptied the till and put the takings into a leather pouch. ‘Don’t forget,’ he said, scowling at Eliza, ‘you sleep under the counter and I want the shop floor cleaned and everything nice and tidy when I arrive in the morning.’

‘Yes, Uncle.’ Dog-tired and fraught with worry about Bart, Eliza stood with her hands behind her back, digging her fingernails into her palms and biting back tears. Apart from the apple that Davy had given her, she had eaten nothing all day and now she was light-headed with hunger.

Enoch was about to leave, but he paused in the doorway, delving his hand into his pocket. He produced two pennies, tossing them onto the floor at Eliza’s feet. ‘Get yourself something to eat in the pie shop. I won’t have anyone say I neglect my duty. And make sure you lock up after me.’

After he had gone, Eliza bolted the door. Left alone in the gloom, she felt suddenly nervous. The stands of shelves seemed menacing as they loomed over her in the half-light; there were creaks and scuffling sounds coming at her from all directions. It could have been the floorboards contracting in the cool of the evening, or it might be rats coming out to look for food. She had been forbidden to go upstairs to the familiar surroundings of the sail loft, but the shop at night was a frightening place. Even if Bart had been late home, at least she had always known that he would come eventually. How would she manage without Bart to comfort and protect her? All day, she had worried about him, wondering if he had managed to get a berth on a ship and praying that he had got away. Surely she would have heard if the police had caught him? The light was fading fast now and Eliza went behind the counter to look for a box of vestas, and having found one she lit a candle. Its flickering flame cast ghostly shadows on the walls and ceiling. Something brushed past Eliza’s cheek and she let out a scream, but it was only a moth attracted by the candlelight.

By now, she was trembling with fear, as well as hunger, and shielding the flame with her hand she went through to the back of the shop. She stuck the candle on the lid of a paint tin with a bit of melted wax, and unlocking the door to the back yard she went outside into the velvet warmth of the July night. The stench from privies, overflowing sewers, rotting detritus in the streets and the stinking mud from the river made Eliza cover her nose with her hand, but within a few seconds she had accustomed herself to the noxious smell. She felt her way through the packing crates and other items that Uncle Enoch stored outside, to the heavily locked gate. She turned the iron mortice key in the lock and shot back the three strategically placed bolts. It would, she thought, be easier to escape from the Tower of London than Uncle Enoch’s back yard. As she stepped outside into the alley, something large and black ran across her feet. An unseen hand touched her arm and she screamed.

‘It’s only me, Liza.’

Spinning round to face him, Eliza slapped Davy on the shoulder. ‘You idiot, you frightened me half to death.’

‘Sorry, I never meant to. I was waiting for you.’

She took a deep breath, struggling to control her erratic heartbeats. She had thought for an instant that it was the police, who had been lying in wait to trap her into telling them where Bart had gone. ‘How did you know I’d come out this way?’

‘I knew you’d have to get some grub and the old skinflint wouldn’t be asking you round to dine at his place.’

Even in the darkness, Eliza sensed that Davy was grinning and suddenly her own mood lifted. ‘I got tuppence,’ she said, jingling the coins in her pocket. ‘Let’s go to the pie shop.’

‘I wouldn’t say no to a plate of pie and mash. The old man’s drunk his wages again this week. We’re on bread and scrape until Pete brings his wages home from the brewery.’

‘Come on then,’ Eliza said, breaking into a trot. ‘I’ll race you to the pie shop.’

Later, having enjoyed a plate of steak pie, mash and gravy washed down with mugs of sweet tea, Eliza and Davy walked down Old Gravel Lane to Execution Dock, where pirates had once been hanged and left in cages to rot, as a warning to those who might consider following their bloodthirsty profession. Despite its grim history, or maybe because of it, Eliza and Davy often walked this way; deliberately ignoring Bart’s stern warning never to venture there, especially at night. Drunken sailors of all nationalities were weaving their way back to their ships, some with equally intoxicated women hanging on their arms, singing, laughing and taking swigs of jigger gin from crusty bottles. Eliza cast a pitying glance at an old woman bent double, skimming the pavements for dog faeces, which she would sell as pure to be used in the tanneries. Turning her head away, Eliza held her nose. ‘I don’t know how she can do that.’

‘I don’t expect she’s got much choice,’ Davy said, guiding Eliza away from a particularly putrid pile of turds. ‘Hey, lady, there’s a tuppenny-worth of pure here.’

The old woman raised her head. ‘Ta, ducks.’ Shuffling up behind them she scooped the revolting mess into her bucket.

Eliza walked quickly on. ‘Poor soul! I don’t suppose she was always like that.’

Davy fell into step beside her. ‘It’s easy to fall on hard times.’

Coming to a halt on the edge of the quay wall, Eliza stared down at the oily black water slithering out to sea on the high tide. The reflections of the gaslights shimmered in fractured pools on the surface. ‘It looks like dead people holding flaming torches beneath the water,’ Eliza said, shuddering.

Davy looked over her shoulder. ‘It’s just your imagination, Liza. It looks like reflections of the street lights to me.’

She gave him a sideways glance, unsure whether or not he was laughing at her; he wasn’t. ‘That bloke died in the river; the one that Bart pushed off the quay wall. He never meant to kill him.’

‘Did he drown then?’

‘He was dead when they fished him out. Bart thought his neck was broke.’

Davy hooked his thumbs into his belt with a careless shrug. ‘There’s plenty of corpses dragged from the river every night. The dead houses is stacked high with suicides and them what’s met a sticky end. Me dad says that poor sods chuck themselves off bloody bridge in New Gravel Lane, sometimes two or three a night. They ends up floating in the East London Dock or else they gets carried out through the basin into the river. He drags them out all bloated and swollen – that’s when he’s sober enough to know what he’s about.’

Eliza had seen the odd dead cow or dog floating downstream but never a human body; she quickly put the image out of her mind. ‘Don’t let’s talk about it.’

A noise from across the street put a stop to the conversation as two drunken men lurched out of a pub, falling into the gutter. Punching and kicking, they rolled over and over on the thick carpet of straw, mud and horse dung. Men and women staggered out of the pub door, forming a small crowd and egging them on. Then the fight seemed to escalate as minor scraps broke out, and soon there was a tangle of flailing limbs, shouting, swearing and grunts of pain.

‘Come on,’ David said, grabbing Eliza by the hand. ‘Let’s get out of here.’ They ran along the quay wall in the direction of home. Davy slowed down a little as they reached the workhouse at the end of Old Gravel Lane. They were out of range of the brawling drunks now, but he would not allow Eliza to rest until they reached the alley behind the chandlery.

Breathless, and with a stitch in her side, Eliza leaned against the gate. ‘You’d best get home, Davy; it’s late and you got to get up early.’

‘Will you be all right on your own, Liza?’

‘Of course I will.’ She tossed her head, but inside she was quaking at the thought of going back inside the empty building.

‘I’ll see you in the morning then. Ta-ta.’ Davy loped off in the direction of Farmer Street, where his large family dwelt in a damp, overcrowded cellar.

Eliza crept into the yard. In the distance she could still hear the blasts of police whistles and men shouting. A pair of eyes glowing in the dark made her stifle a scream, but it was only a cat out hunting: she could have cried with relief when it leapt on top of the wall with an angry miaow.

Having locked and bolted the gate, Eliza was fumbling for the key to the back door when someone grabbed her from behind and a hand clamped over her mouth.


Chapter Two

‘It’s me, Liza. I’m taking me hand away. For God’s sake don’t scream.’

‘Bart!’ Sobbing with relief, Eliza turned, flinging her arms around his neck. ‘Bart, you’ve come home.’

‘I can’t stay, poppet. I just come to make sure you was all right.’ Cocking his head on one side, Bart was silent for a moment, listening. He laid his finger on Eliza’s lips. ‘I can hear the cops’ whistles. Was you followed?’

‘No, there’s a fight going on outside the Blue Anchor.’

‘What was you doing on Execution Dock?’ Bart gave her a shake, and then he hugged her in a grip that almost robbed her of breath. ‘I told you never to go there.’

Eliza pushed him away, half laughing, half crying at the relief of seeing him when she thought he had left her for good. ‘Don’t scold me, Bart. I’m so happy to see you.’

‘I ain’t stopping. Let’s get inside.’ Bart stood back while Eliza unlocked the door. Once inside, he leaned against the wall, closing his eyes. ‘I don’t never want to live through another twenty-four hours like the last.’

Eliza felt along the shelf for the vestas and lit the candle. Holding it high, she could see that Bart was both dirty and dishevelled, with dark stubble sprouting from his chin. ‘Where’ve you been all this time, Bartie? Why didn’t you go on the ship to Australia like you said?’

‘Missed the boat, didn’t I? But I went round the docks until I found a ship bound for New Zealand. I’ve heard stories about goldfields where you can pick up nuggets the size of a baby’s head and get rich overnight. That’s where I’m bound, Liza. I’ll come home a rich man or not at all.’

‘Don’t say that, you’re scaring me.’

He patted her cheek. ‘You mustn’t worry about me, love. I’m as tough as the next man, and I’ve got the will to succeed. I’ll not let you down, little sister.’

‘Oh, Bartie!’ Eliza wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her head against his chest. ‘I wish I could come with you. It’s horrible here without you.’

‘Has he been cruel to you?’ Bart’s voice cracked with concern.

‘No.’ She did not dare look him in the face. He would know for sure that she was lying. ‘Not particularly.’

‘What do you mean, not particularly? What’s the old bastard done since I left?’

‘Ted Peck complained because I’d left food on the table and the rats had made a mess of things. Uncle Enoch said I can’t sleep up there no more.’

‘What?’

‘It don’t matter, honest. I don’t mind sleeping under the counter.’

‘That’s it!’ Bart’s voice rose to a roar. ‘I’ll not have me sister treated like a common counter-jumper. We’re Braggs, you and me, Liza, and the old man’s got to take heed of that once and for all.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘We’re going round to his house in Bird Street, and I’m having it out with him.’

‘But the police?’

‘Damn the cops, I say, damn them all. I ain’t leaving London until I’m sure you’re fixed up proper.’

Storm clouds had blotted out the moon and a steady drizzle was falling as Bart dragged Eliza along Green Bank to Bird Street. Uncle Enoch’s tall, narrow house was wedged between a tobacco warehouse and a seamen’s mission. Although it was close on eleven o’clock at night, and in spite of the rain, the street was teeming with people. Ragged children stood in the gutter, soaked to the skin and ankle-deep in filth, begging for money from passers-by. Prostitutes solicited from gloomy doorways and drunks lurched out of the many public houses and gambling dens. Pickpockets, petermen, stevedores, lightermen and sailors crowded the street and, after the heat of the day, steam rose from the pavements. The damp night air was filled with the stench of unwashed bodies, tobacco and the fumes of alcohol. In the midst of all this hustle and bustle, Bart and Eliza were able to mingle unnoticed and they made their way to Enoch’s house.

Bart hammered on the door knocker and, eventually, Enoch stuck his head out of an upstairs window, his nightcap askew and his face contorted with rage. ‘Who’s that there, pounding on my door at this time of night?’

‘Let us in, old man.’

‘Get away from here, you bastard. I don’t want to know you.’

‘If you don’t open the door, I’ll kick it in.’

‘No need for that.’ Enoch disappeared into the room, slamming the sash so that the glass windowpanes rattled. Seconds later he opened the door. ‘Come inside before someone recognises you.’

The entrance hall was little more than a narrow passage. Enoch led the way to the kitchen at the back of the house. Eliza had been in the dingy room just once before, five years ago, on the day that her father had been buried beside her mother in St George’s churchyard. She saw now that nothing had changed, from the rusting range to the unwashed flagstone floor and the grimy, small-paned window that looked out onto the back yard.

‘I ought to turn you over to the police,’ Enoch said, scowling at Bart. ‘What are you doing here, you villain?’

‘I may be a villain in the eyes of the law, but I wouldn’t treat a dog like you treated me little sister. I won’t have it no longer, old man.’ Bart took a threatening step towards Enoch, who backed away seizing a wooden chair and holding it in front of him.

‘Lay a finger on me and I’ll see you hanged. You’ll end up in Newgate, Bartholomew Bragg. You see if you don’t.’

Despite his harsh words, Eliza could see by the way his eyes rolled, exposing the whites, and his mouth worked constantly, even when he was not speaking, that Uncle Enoch was terrified.

‘That’s right,’ Bart said, snatching the chair from Enoch and hurling it across the room. ‘I’ll probably end up on the gallows, so I’ve got nothing to lose, and wringing your skinny old neck ain’t going to make a scrap of difference.’

‘Leave me be.’ Enoch sank to his knees, clasping his hands in front of him and closing his eyes, as if he were in church, praying.

‘You leave Eliza be.’ Grabbing Enoch by the throat, Bart dragged him to his feet. ‘I’m dead serious. I’ll be gone by daybreak, far away from England and far from you, old man. But I got to be certain that my Eliza is being looked after.’

‘She will be, I promise.’ Enoch’s face had turned grey-white, matching the colour of his nightshirt.

‘She’s to be fed and housed decent. She’s to be clothed and shod like a young lady and I don’t want her treated like a skivvy. Do you understand me?’

‘I – I do.’

‘I want you to swear on the Bible that you’re so fond of thrusting down our throats. Come on, old man, where is it? You must have one.’

‘Over there.’ Enoch pointed to a wooden shelf in the alcove at the side of the chimneybreast.

‘Fetch it, Liza, and put it in his hand.’

Eliza did as she was told, eyeing her uncle warily, half expecting him to leap up and throttle Bart, but seemingly he was genuinely fearful, and he clutched the Bible to his chest.

‘Swear on it. Swear that you’ll care for Eliza just as though she was your own daughter. Promise me you’ll let her live here, in your house, and that you’ll make the place decent.’

‘I – I swear it.’

‘Bart.’ Eliza tugged at his sleeve. ‘Don’t make me live here with him.’

Enoch scrambled to his feet, still clutching the Bible. ‘No, she wouldn’t be comfortable here. This isn’t a good place for a little girl to live.’

‘You’d best see to it then. Find her some lodgings with a respectable family. If you don’t, I swear I’ll come back and cut out your black heart and feed it to the crows.’ Bart held his hand out to Eliza. ‘Come on, Liza, we’re going back to the shop just for tonight. Tomorrow you’ll be housed like a young lady. Ain’t that right, Uncle?’

‘That’s right,’ Enoch mumbled through chattering teeth. ‘That’s right. Now get out of here and don’t let anyone see you leave.’

Bart left before daybreak. Eliza managed to see him off with a smile and only broke down into floods of tears when he had disappeared from sight. She had never felt so lost and alone and, if it were possible for a twelve-year-old heart to break, then she was certain hers had shattered into smithereens. As the first grey shards of dawn filtered through the skylight, she set about tidying the sail loft before Ted and the apprentices arrived. Bart had refused to sleep in the shop and had laid the palliasses side by side, just as they had always been. In spite of this, Eliza knew that he had not slept much at all; she had awakened several times to hear him pacing the floor, but each time she had drifted back into a sleep of sheer exhaustion. Having left the sail loft clean and without a trace of having been used, Eliza set about cleaning the shop floor, dusting and tidying the counter ready for opening.

Enoch arrived on the stroke of seven and, as she let him into the shop, Eliza glanced up at him nervously, wondering what sort of mood he was in this morning. As he strode past her, his face was pale and tight with anger. At first he did not speak and she found his silence more frightening than a tirade of words. She stood, shifting from one foot to the other, while he went behind the counter and took down the stock book.

She licked her dry lips. ‘Wh-what do you want me to do next, Uncle?’

Enoch looked at her for the first time, his brows knotted together over the bridge of his nose. ‘Come here, girl.’

She hesitated, eyeing him warily.

‘You set Bart on me by telling lies, I know very well you did.’ Unbuckling his leather belt, he doubled it up, slapping it against the palm of his hand. ‘You need a lesson in respect for your elders. I can’t have you turning out bad like your brother. Come here.’

‘No! I won’t. You can’t beat me for nothing. You promised Bart you’d look after me. You swore on the Bible.’

‘Insolent child!’ Before she had a chance to escape, Enoch caught Eliza by the scruff of her neck, forcing her to bend over a pile of coiled rope. He brought the belt down across her backside with such force that the air exploded from her lungs in a howl of pain. Again and again he thrashed her until she fell, half-fainting, to the floor. Dimly, she heard the door open and the sound of chattering voices that ceased abruptly.

‘Gawd’s strewth, man. You’ve half killed the poor little sod.’ Ted’s voice was harsh with rage as he lifted Eliza up in his arms. ‘Fetch some water, Davy.’

‘Leave her be,’ Enoch snarled. ‘She’s a limb of Satan and she deserved every last lash of my belt.’

‘I’ve never even beaten me apprentices with such viciousness, and some of them deserved a lot worse. Why, Eliza’s nothing more than a child and a girl at that. Call yourself a good Christian man, Enoch Bragg. I’d say it was Satan that had got into you.’

‘Her brother is a murderer. Bartholomew Bragg is a cold-blooded killer who attacked an innocent man and sent him to his grave. He is a bastard in the true sense of the word and they’ve both got tainted blood. It’ll be the workhouse for her before the day is over.’

‘You’d do that to your own kith and kin?’ Ted set Eliza gently down on her feet, supporting her with his arm around her waist.

‘She’s no kin of mine. I’m washing my hands of her as from today.’

Eliza leaned against Ted, too bruised and sore to take in the enormity of Uncle Enoch’s words. This was a nightmare: it couldn’t be happening. She felt Ted’s arm tighten around her and he shook his fist in Enoch’s face. ‘You’re an evil old codger, and no mistake.’

‘Bah! You’re a soft-hearted old fool.’ Enoch spat the words as he retreated behind the counter.

Davy came running in from the yard, carrying a mug of water. ‘Here, Liza, take a sip of this.’

Wetting her dry lips, Eliza managed to drink some of the cool water. ‘Ta, Davy.’

‘He’s a brute,’ Davy whispered. ‘My old man ain’t as bad as that, even when he’s boozed up.’

‘Get to your work.’ Enoch pointed a shaking finger at Ginger, Carrots and Dippy Dan who were standing in the doorway open-mouthed. ‘Get up that ladder, you’re cluttering up my shop. And that goes for you too, Peck. I’ll thank you to mind your own business.’

Ted squared up to Enoch, sticking out his chin. ‘I’m making it my business, Enoch Bragg. You’re not fit to look after a dog, let alone a child. Never mind what her brother has done.’ He turned to Davy. ‘You know where I live, boy?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Then I’m trusting you to take Eliza to my house. Tell my wife that she’ll be staying with us for a while. Mrs Peck will take care of her.’

‘Come on, Liza,’ Davy said, ignoring Enoch’s protests and taking her by the hand. ‘It ain’t too far to walk.’

She cast an anxious glance at her uncle, waiting for him to say something, but he turned his head away and opened the ledger. Too stunned to speak, Eliza allowed Davy to lead her out of the shop into the sunshine.

The Pecks lived in a terraced, red-brick cottage in Hemp Yard, a small court off Green Bank, built in the shadow of the huge warehouses that surrounded the London Dock and its basin. Davy hammered on the door until Mrs Peck opened it, peering out from beneath a starched, white cotton mobcap and blinking like a dormouse awakened from its long winter sleep. ‘Who’s there?’

‘It’s me, Davy Little, and I’ve brought Eliza Bragg with me. The boss says she’s to stay with you awhile and you’ll know what to do for her. Old bugger Bragg has beaten her something cruel.’

‘Watch your language, my boy.’ Dolly Peck squinted short-sightedly at Eliza. ‘Are you Tom Bragg’s daughter?’

Eliza nodded. The sun was beating down on her sore back and she was beginning to feel sick. Her knees were trembling so that she could hardly stand, and she clutched at the doorpost for support.

‘Bring her in, boy. Don’t keep her standing on the pavement.’

‘I’d best get back, missis,’ Davy said, helping Eliza into the living room. ‘You’ll be all right here, Liza. I’ll come and see you when I’ve finished work.’

For a moment, Eliza clung to his hand, but she knew he would get into trouble if he took too long. She managed a wobbly smile. ‘Ta, Davy. I’m all right, I am really.’

‘That’s the ticket.’ He gave her a cheery wink as he went out into the street, closing the door behind him.

‘Well then, Miss Eliza, let’s have a look at you.’ Dolly picked up a pair of steel-rimmed spectacles and put them on. Her eyes looked enormous through the thick lenses and her jaw dropped as she peered at Eliza. ‘That man ought to be horsewhipped. Take off your blouse while I go out and get some water and clean linen.’

Eliza had to bite her lip so that she did not cry out as Dolly bathed her back with warm water from the kettle. ‘Wicked, wicked man,’ she said, tut-tutting and shaking her head. ‘You poor little thing. You must stay here with us for as long as you like.’

‘I don’t want to be no trouble, missis.’

Taking off her specs, Dolly blinked and wiped her eyes. ‘If my Ted says you’re to stay here, then stay you shall.’ She put the bowl aside and picked up Eliza’s torn, bloodstained blouse. ‘This is past repair. I’ll find you something to wear and Ted can send Davy round with the rest of your things later.’

‘That’s all I have,’ Eliza whispered. ‘I ain’t got nothing but what I stand up in. Uncle Enoch says no one needs more than one set of clothes; anything else is greed and vanity.’

‘Well, I’d like to say a few choice words to Mr Enoch Bragg, the old skinflint. Never you mind that, dearie. I was feeling quite poorly this morning; could hardly drag meself from me bed, but now I’m so downright cross with your uncle that all me aches and pains has quite disappeared. Come upstairs to the bedroom, my dear. I’m sure I can find something that will fit you.’ Getting to her feet, Dolly went towards the staircase, bumping into a chair on the way. ‘Drat, who moved that chair?’

‘Why don’t you keep your spectacles on, Mrs Peck?’ Eliza stared curiously at Dolly, momentarily forgetting her pain and discomfort.

‘I don’t need them, dear. Just for close work. My Ted always said I had a fine pair of eyes, the colour of the sky in summer,’ Dolly said, tripping over the bottom step. ‘I really don’t need to wear specs.’

At the top of the narrow staircase there were two bedrooms, of which Dolly’s was the larger, looking down onto the street. Eliza gazed round the room with a gasp of pleasure. She had lived in the sail loft for so long that she had almost forgotten what it was like to be in a proper house. The scent of lavender and clean linen brought back distant memories of the home she had once shared with her dad and Bart, and a lump to her throat. One day, Eliza thought, clasping her hands together, I will have a bedroom just like this and all to meself. She made an effort to memorise every detail, from the iron bedstead draped with a patchwork quilt, to the pine washstand with its china jug and bowl, patterned with red cabbage roses. Above the bed there was a framed picture of Queen Victoria, looking rather bored but extremely regal. Floral print curtains hung at the windows and a rag rug made a pool of bright colour on floorboards that had been scrubbed white, like boiled beef bone.

Seemingly unaware of the emotions that her simply furnished room had stirred in Eliza’s heart, Dolly opened a wall cupboard and had begun sorting through the garments. She selected a cotton blouse that must have once been white, but was now yellowed with age. It was several sizes too large for Eliza, but tied in at the waist with a piece of coloured ribbon, it did not look too bad; at least that was what Dolly said and Eliza was happy to believe her. Having tut-tutted again at the state of Eliza’s bare feet, Dolly said they would have to buy her a proper pair of boots. Mr Peck would have to cough up the money, whether he liked it or not.

‘Now this will be your room,’ Dolly said, as she squeezed past Eliza. She went out onto the landing and opened a door that led into a boxroom, empty except for a truckle bed. She heaved a sigh. ‘This was to be the room for our babies when they come, but the Lord never saw fit to bless us with children.’

A wave of dizziness swept over Eliza and she leaned against the lintel, wincing as the wood pressed on her sore back.

‘Perhaps you’d better lie down for a bit,’ Dolly said, pointing to the bed. ‘Lie on your tummy, dear, and it won’t hurt so much.’ She felt her way along the wall to the top of the stairs and went slowly down, hanging on to the banister for dear life. Eliza sat on the bed watching her. She couldn’t help feeling that Mrs Peck really ought to wear her specs, or one day she would have a terrible fall.

‘Well, what are we to do with you?’ Ted drained his glass of small beer and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. Having finished his supper of boiled bacon and pease pudding, he pushed his chair back from the table. ‘How old are you, Eliza, my dear?’

‘Twelve, sir.’

‘She’s just a baby,’ Dolly said, reaching out to clasp Ted’s hand. ‘Let me keep her by me for a while? It gets lonely with you out at work and me being a poor invalid, and not able to go out.’

Ted patted her hand. ‘I know, ducks, but Eliza’s old enough to work and I’m not a rich man. Bragg says he don’t want her back and I can’t afford to keep her if she don’t pay her way.’

‘I’m used to working,’ Eliza said stoutly. She had eaten a whole plateful of bacon and pease pudding and, although her back was still smarting and the bruises were sore, she was already feeling much better. ‘I’m used to hard work. I done me bit ever since I left school two years ago, and I studies me books of a night, when it’s light enough for me to see the print.’

‘Please, Ted. At least let her stay at home until the cuts on her back heal. I can teach her to sew and together we can make her a new frock; she’ll need some proper clothes if she’s to get a job.’

‘It was sewing that ruined your eyes, Dolly.’ Rising to his feet, Ted took a tobacco pouch and a pipe from the mantelshelf. ‘You was the best seamstress in Wapping until your sight failed.’

‘I can see perfectly well,’ Dolly said, pouting. ‘If Eliza has a talent for sewing, maybe we could get her apprenticed to a seamstress. It’s a nice clean job and she could work from home.’

Ted sat down again and began filling his pipe with tobacco. ‘Sewing shirts for twopence-halfpenny a time and weakening her eyes working by candlelight? I think we can do better for our new daughter, Dolly, for that’s how I shall think of Eliza from this day onwards.’

Why they were being so kind to her, Eliza did not know. She looked from one smiling face to the other, and her heart felt as though it would burst with gratitude at such unaccustomed and warm-hearted treatment. She was barely able to hold back the tears that stung her eyes. She had always thought that Ted Peck was a stern old man, not much better than Uncle Enoch, but now seeing him at home, relaxed and smoking his pipe, talking kindly to his wife, Eliza thought he must be the nicest man in the world, apart from Bart of course.

She must do all she could to help these wonderful people. She jumped up and began clearing the supper dishes from the table. In the scullery there was a bench with a wooden tub for washing the dishes, and wall shelves on which to stack the clean crockery. As she worked, Eliza thought once more how nice it would be to have a home just like this. Maybe, when Bart had made his fortune in the goldfields, they could afford a house in Anchor Street or Red Lion Street. She could imagine Bart sitting at his own table, smoking a pipe of tobacco just like Ted, having eaten a splendid meal that she had cooked for them on their own range. If Bart found a lot of gold, they might even be able to afford gaslight instead of candles.

‘Eliza,’ Ted called from the living room. ‘There’s someone to see you.’

Wiping her hands on her apron, Eliza went through and found Davy standing outside the front door. He smiled when he saw her. ‘Hello, there. I promised I’d come and see how you was getting on.’

She went out into the street with him, so as not to interrupt Ted or awaken Dolly, who had dozed off in her chair by the range and was snoring gently.

‘How are you, girl?’ Davy asked anxiously.

‘I’m much better now, thanks to your gaffer.’

He leaned against the wall, hands in pockets. ‘Yeah, he’s not a bad old stick, though he can be a bit of a tartar at times.’

‘Well, he’s been very kind to me.’

Davy gave her a straight look. ‘And you ain’t had much of that from old Enoch, have you?’

‘No, but I’m wondering if he’ll take me back just to clean and tidy the shop, like I’ve always done. Ted says I got to pay me way, and I don’t know nothing else but scrubbing and cleaning.’

Davy shook his head. ‘He’s made Dippy Dan do it, given him a penny a day for his pains. Poor old Dippy, he ain’t the sharpest knife in the box, but then his old man knocks him about regular. I reckon he’s beaten out most of the brains that the poor chap was born with.’

‘Then I’ll just have to find me a paying job somewhere else. There must be someone who wants a strong girl, willing to work hard.’

Dolly did her best to keep Eliza at home; she pleaded with Ted, and when that didn’t work she cried until she made herself ill, and had to be put to bed with a cold compress on her forehead. In the days that followed, Eliza gradually took over the running of the household; it wasn’t difficult to keep such a tiny house clean and, when she was feeling up to it, Dolly showed her how to cook simple meals. Eliza found that she liked cooking and she learned quickly; soon she could boil and mash potatoes or set them round a piece of meat to roast in the oven. She could fry bacon and eggs, make a stew, and Dolly promised to show her how to make a suet pudding when the weather cooled down a bit.

She had been living in Hemp Yard for three weeks when Ted came home one day looking very pleased with himself. He announced with pride that he had found just the job for her. Next morning, shortly before seven o’clock, Ted walked Eliza to the lodging house in Old Gravel Lane where he introduced her to the landlady, Mrs Tubbs.

‘I hear you’re good at housekeeping, Eliza,’ Mrs Tubbs said, looking Eliza up and down.

‘I’m a good worker, missis.’

Poking Eliza’s arm with her fat forefinger, Mrs Tubbs shook her head. ‘Looks a bit on the scrawny side to me, Mr Peck. Are you sure she’s up to a day’s hard work?’

‘Eliza’s a good girl and very willing. I’m sure she’ll give satisfaction, ma’am. But I want her to be treated fair.’

Mrs Tubbs bristled and all her chins wobbled. ‘I’m as fair an employer as you’ll find in the whole of Wapping, not to mention Shadwell and Limehouse. You won’t hear nobody round hear speak ill of me. I’m willing to give the girl a chance, so I’ll say good day to you then, Mr Peck. Follow me, young Eliza, and I’ll show you what to do.’

Without waiting for an answer, Mrs Tubbs waddled down the dark passage to the back stairs. Casting an anxious glance at Ted, who nodded and gave her an encouraging grin, Eliza followed her new employer down to the basement kitchen.

The smell assailed Eliza’s nostrils even before Mrs Tubbs opened the door: rancid food, cabbage water, mouse droppings and bad drains. It was all Eliza could do not to retch, but Mrs Tubbs didn’t seem to notice anything out of the ordinary. Situated as it was, half below street level, the kitchen was lit by a window leading out into an area that was piled high with rubbish, allowing just a glimmer of daylight into the room. A slatternly woman with a mobcap pulled down over her eyes was dozing in a chair by the range. Judging by the sour smell of gin that hung about her in a damp cloud, she was sleeping off the excesses of the night before. Mrs Tubbs went over and kicked the leg of the chair so that the woman awakened with a start and a loud snort.

‘Wake up, you lazy bitch. There’s breakfasts to get for me gents.’ Mrs Tubbs shook her by the shoulders. ‘Maisie Carter, you’ll be out on the street where you belong if you don’t stir your lazy arse and start work.’

With a grunt, Maisie got to her feet. ‘All right, all right, keep your hair on, missis. I hears you.’ Blinking and wiping the dribble off her chin with the back of her hand, Maisie stared at Eliza. ‘Who’s that?’

‘This here is Eliza, and she’s going to do the cleaning. Show her where to find things and don’t let me catch you clipping her round the ear, that’s my job.’ Having said that, Mrs Tubbs heaved her large frame back up the stairs and disappeared through the baize door.

As soon as the door closed, Maisie sat down again. ‘You heard her, get the breakfasts ready for the gents.’

The table was piled high with pots, pans and stale food. Something, nasty had dripped from an upended jug and pooled on the flagstone floor. Eliza had a terrible feeling that this was not going to be a good day. ‘I’m here to clean, miss. I dunno how to do breakfasts.’

‘Trust her to hire a stupid, lazy slut.’ Maisie reached into her pocket and pulled out a stone bottle. She clenched the cork between teeth long and yellow like those of an ageing horse, and pulled it out. She spat the cork onto the floor and took a swig of the liquid.

Eliza had smelled spirit often enough on the breath of drunken sailors to know the difference between gin, brandy and rum. This was definitely gin. She backed away from Maisie, well out of arm’s reach. ‘I ain’t stupid nor lazy and I’ll make the breakfasts if you’ll tell me what to do.’

Maisie grunted and took another swig of gin. ‘There’s joints in the larder,’ she said, waving her hand in the direction of a cupboard, ‘and they can eat yesterday’s bread, that’s in there too. There’s small beer in the pitcher and tankards on the shelf. Gawd’s strewth, do I have to do everything round here? Get to it or you’ll feel the back of me hand across your chops.’

Tempted to run, Eliza knew she must do her best, if only to prove to Ted that she was worthy of his trust. Keeping a wary eye on Maisie, who was knocking back gin as if her life depended on it, Eliza began methodically to clear the table, piling the dirty crocks in the stone sink and filling an empty flour sack with the stale food. She bit back a scream as a startled mouse scuttled out of a half-eaten pork pie, and a lamb chop seemed to move on its own, alive with maggots.

As she opened the larder door, a cloud of blowflies flew out, buzzing angrily around her head; the stench of rotten meat and mouldy potatoes made her want to vomit.

‘Get a move on.’ Maisie let out a loud burp followed by a hiccup. ‘Take the grub upstairs to the dining room afore they starts banging on the floor and creating.’

The shelves were alive with cockroaches and silverfish and Eliza had to force herself to pick up the platter of roast beef, shaking the insects off onto the floor. She set the beef joint down on the table, returning to the larder to collect the roast pork that might have looked appetising had not the crackling been blackened with an army of ants. The bread was sprouting blue-green mould and a mouse had drowned in the pitcher of small beer. She fished it out with a wooden spoon, comforting herself with the thought that it had died drunk and happy. She did what she could to make the food look edible, loaded it onto a wooden tray and was searching for some tankards when the ceiling began to reverberate, and flakes of whitewash fell all around them, like a snowstorm. The sound of feet drumming rhythmically on the floorboards upstairs rolled around the kitchen like thunder.

‘Get your backside up them stairs,’ Maisie mumbled in a slurred voice, half raising herself from her chair. ‘Stop dawdling, you bleeding, stupid mare.’

Eliza didn’t need a second bidding: the memory of Uncle Enoch’s last beating was still fresh in her mind. She hefted the tray upstairs to the dining room, following the sound of feet stamping, hands pounding on a table and raised men’s voices. The lodgers stopped chanting as Eliza entered the room, staring at her in a brief moment of silence, and then one of them, a fat man with half a dozen chins bulging over the top of his collar, began to laugh.

‘No wonder we’ve had to wait, boys, they’ve got this one from the workhouse I don’t doubt. What’s your name, skinny little monkey?’

Setting the tray down on the table, Eliza looked the portly gentleman in the face. ‘I may be a skinny monkey but that’s better than being a fat pig.’

The fat man puffed out his reddening cheeks as hoots of laughter rippled around the table.

‘Got you there, Tully, old chap.’

‘Serve yourselves, gents,’ Eliza said, with as much dignity as she could muster. She left the room, closing the door behind her and almost colliding with Mrs Tubbs.

‘What are you doing up here, girl? I thought I told you to start cleaning in the kitchen?’ Without waiting for an answer, Mrs Tubbs caught hold of Eliza by the ear and marched her back to the stairs.

Maisie slid off her chair as they entered the room, grinning sheepishly at Mrs Tubbs. ‘I told her to start with the pots and pans, missis. But she would insist on taking the food up to the gents. I know her sort and I’d watch that one if I was you.’

Mrs Tubbs sniffed the air. ‘Have you been at the Hollands again, Maisie?’

‘Just a medicinal drop to settle me poorly stomach.’

‘You’d better not let me catch you drunk, madam. I won’t give you no second chance this time.’ Mrs Tubbs gave Eliza’s ear a spiteful tweak. ‘And you girl, get on with your work. I’ve got Stinger on the wall there and you’ll feel the sting of his tail if you don’t do your job.’ She pointed her finger at a cane hanging on the wall. ‘Do we have an understanding, Eliza?’
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