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Chapter One

Paradise Row, Pentonville, London. December 1865

Snow was falling fast, but even before it floated to the ground its pristine whiteness was tainted by pollution from the black-lead works, and soot from the factory chimneys. The thunderous sounds from the iron foundry, situated a little further along Old St Pancras Road, added to the general hubbub, and steam engines roared in and out of King’s Cross railway station. 

Away from all this, as though in a different world, it was quiet and peaceful inside the stable, and comparatively warm. Sally Suggs worked tirelessly to keep the stalls spotlessly clean, and the two animals stabled there were fed only the best hay, with plenty of fresh water to drink. Pa always teased Sally and said it was because she had been born in the stable that she had such an affinity with horses, but she was convinced that she had inherited her talent as a horsewoman from her late mother. Emily Tranter had been a famous equestrienne, who had delighted audiences at Astley’s Amphitheatre until she met and fell in love with young Edward Suggs, the rag-and-bone man.

‘Ain’t you done here yet, girl?’ Ted hobbled in from the yard and took off his cap, sending a dusting of snow onto the floor.

‘Nearly finished, Pa. Then I’ll go to the shop and get us something for our supper.’

‘It’ll be dark soon, love. You know I don’t like you walking out on your own at night, and it’s snowing harder than ever.’

Sally turned to him with a chuckle. ‘Pa, I’m nearly twenty. I’m not a little girl any longer.’

‘You are to me, my duck. You always will be, and I ain’t as fit and healthy as I used to be. My old pins ache something chronic, especially when it’s bitter cold like this.’

‘You should be in the parlour sitting by the fire,’ Sally said severely. ‘You’ve done your bit for today. I won’t be long, I promise.’ She reached up to pat Flower’s sleek neck as the horse nuzzled her shoulder.

‘You’d bring that blooming animal upstairs if she could manage them.’ Ted grumbled but his grey eyes were twinkling. ‘You wrap up warm if you’re going out,’ he added as he opened the door that led to a narrow flight of stairs. His heavy footsteps echoed round the stable, and then there was silence.

‘I would stay with you all night, Flower,’ Sally said, kissing the horse’s soft muzzle. ‘But I have Pa to look after as well as you.’

Flower whickered gently as if in reply, and with a loving pat, Sally turned her attention to Boney, the ageing heavy horse who had pulled their cart through the London streets for the last fifteen years. He was still eager to work, but age was catching up on him and sometimes his joints were stiff, causing him to lumber over the cobblestones as if each step caused him pain. Sally had tried all manner of remedies, including poultices and doses of celery seeds, but in reality she knew that Boney’s working days were numbered, and in a year or two he ought to be put out to pasture – the alternative was the knacker’s yard, and that was unthinkable. Her dream would be a country cottage where her father could enjoy a long retirement, and Boney could end his days in peace.

Sally finished her work in the stable and went outside to make sure that the gates were locked and bolted. Although the items in the yard had been discarded by the former owners they still had a market value, and there were always those who preferred to steal rather than earn their living by honest toil. She hurried back to the comparative warmth of the stable and extinguished the candles. Fires were all too common in places such as this, and everything had to be kept out of reach of the horses. A lamp left burning might easily be overturned by a frisky horse, and the whole place would go up in flames.

Sally gave Flower a last affectionate pat on the head before slipping on her well-worn tweed jacket, and tucking her hair into one of her father’s old caps. Fashion had little or no place in Paradise Row, especially when working in the scrap yard or the stable. Ever practical, Sally wore a pair of patched breeches that she had come across in one of the sacks, and a pair of lace-up boots that had also seen better days, but were still reasonably wearable. She picked up a wicker basket and let herself out into the street, locking the door behind her. A cold wind sent wisps of hay, rotting cabbage leaves and scraps of paper scudding down the road, adding sharp teeth to the swirling snow, and she pulled up her collar, wrapping her arms around her thin body.

‘I was hoping I’d be in time to catch you, Sal.’ 

A cheery voice made her stop and turn her head. ‘Oh, it’s you, Josie. Is it your half day?’

Josie’s wide mouth curved in a mischievous grin. ‘I slipped out when Cook fell asleep after drinking half a bottle of gin.’

‘She’ll get caught one day and you’ll be in trouble for keeping the truth from Mrs Grindle.’

‘I don’t care. I’m looking for another position anyway. I’m fed up with working all hours for less than eight pounds a year, and only one half day off a month. The Grindles treat us servants like slaves.’

‘What else could you do, Josie? You might end up worse off with a master who beats you, or …’ Sally lowered her voice as they passed a group of workmen, all of whom were ogling them and whistling. ‘You know what I mean, and they’re a fine example of what men think of girls like us.’

Josie tossed her head. ‘I spit on their kind. One day I’m going to marry a decent man who’ll treat me like a lady, not a common slut. I got me pride, Sally.’ She poked her tongue out at a man who had loitered behind his mates to proposition her, but he laughed and slapped her on the buttocks.

‘Come home with me and have a bit of supper,’ Sally suggested hastily. ‘Ignore him, Josie. His sort aren’t worth bothering about.’ She turned her head to glare at the man, who was laughing uproariously. ‘I know your wife, Sidney Jones. She won’t find it funny when I tell her what you just did to my friend.’

His answer was lost in the loud blare of a factory hooter in the region of the railway station. 

‘I don’t care about the likes of him,’ Josie said, wrinkling her snub nose. ‘Ta for the invite to supper, love, but I’m meeting Ned when he comes off his shift at the gas works.’

‘You do know that he’s married, don’t you, Josie?’ Sally came to a halt, grasping her friend’s hand. ‘I’m not judging you, but I don’t want to see you get hurt.’

Josie laughed and squeezed Sally’s fingers. ‘You worry too much. It’s just a bit of fun. We’ll shelter under the railway arches and have a kiss and a cuddle, and then he’ll go home to his missis a much happier man, and I’ll go back to Grindles’ hell.’ Josie’s smile faded. ‘I like him a lot, Sally. He’s the best thing that’s happened to me in years.’

‘And that’s what worries me. Don’t get too involved – you’re the one who’ll suffer when it ends.’

‘Ta for the advice, but I’m a big girl now. He’s good for a laugh.’ Josie pulled her shawl round her head and hurried off in the direction of the gas works, leaving Sally to make her way to the grocer’s shop on the corner. Old man Jarvis was behind the counter as usual, and his gloomy expression seemed to have been painted indelibly on his wrinkled features. His bald pate gleamed in the lamplight as did the tip of his red nose. Sally had always suspected that he kept a bottle of spirits hidden beneath the counter, taking a nip or two when he thought no one was watching. The smell of gin hung in the cloud above his head, mingling with the aroma of roast coffee beans and the sawdust that was scattered over the bare floorboards.

Sally purchased a loaf of bread and two meat pies.

‘Will that be all?’ Jarvis demanded testily. ‘Got some fresh eggs brought in from a farm today. You won’t get none tastier than these.’

Sally hesitated. Pa was always partial to a boiled egg for his breakfast and that justified the extra expenditure. ‘I’ll take two, please.’ 

Jarvis wrapped the eggs in a page torn from yesterday’s copy of The Times and placed them in Sally’s basket. ‘That’ll be elevenpence ha’penny.’

Sally placed a shilling on the counter and waited for the halfpenny change. It was the last of the money that Pa had given her from the profit he made selling the last lot of rags to Rags Roper, the cloth merchant. She put the halfpenny in her purse.

‘Good evening, Mr Jarvis.’

‘Good evening, Miss Suggs.’

She left the shop and pulled her cap down over her forehead in an attempt to shield her eyes from the driving snow. The horse-drawn traffic rumbled past and the clock on the St Pancras Church was booming out the hour. It was no wonder she failed to hear the approaching footsteps. She cannoned into the man who was struggling to open his umbrella, and the force of the encounter sent her purchases flying out of the basket onto the snowy pavement.

‘Look where you’re going!’ Sally cried angrily. ‘That’s my supper lying on the ground.’

‘You barged into me, you stupid boy.’ The man lowered his umbrella, staring at her in the flickering light of the street lamp. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, miss. Are you hurt?’

‘No,’ Sally said reluctantly. ‘But the eggs are smashed and the pies are covered in slush. That’s our supper you’ve ruined and my pa will be furious.’ She tilted her head back to glare at the man, who was dressed like a country gentleman, which was decidedly out of place in this part of London. He was younger than she had supposed, and his rugged features were creased in a worried frown.

‘I am truly sorry.’ He held out his hand. ‘I was also at fault. You must allow me to reimburse you for the groceries.’

Sally looked down at the shattered eggs and pies; even if she had wanted to rescue them, she was too late. Two half-feral dogs sprang from seemingly nowhere and pounced on the food, growling ferociously as they vanished into the shadows with their bounty. She had eaten very little that day and the temptation to accept his offer was overwhelming.

‘Thank you,’ she said reluctantly. ‘It cost me elevenpence ha’penny.’

He put his hand in his pocket and took out a handful of small change. ‘Here’s a shilling, with my apologies.’

She took the halfpenny from her purse and exchanged it for the shiny silver coin. ‘Normally I wouldn’t accept,’ she said gruffly. ‘But as it happens I’m a bit short of the readies at the moment, so thanks again.’ She turned away in case he changed his mind and she hurried back to the shop to repeat her order to a surprised Mr Jarvis.

‘You’ve taken your time.’ Ted looked up from the crumpled newspaper he had been attempting to read by the light of a candle stub and the glow from the coal fire. ‘I’m starving. What kept you?’

Sally placed her basket on the table and unpacked the contents. ‘I had a slight mishap on the way home from old Jarvis’s shop, so I had to go back and get two more pies and a couple of eggs.’ She took out a small cob loaf. ‘And he must have felt sorry for me because he threw in the bread for nuppence.’

‘It’s probably stale then. Frank Jarvis never gives anything away, the old skinflint.’ Ted smoothed the creased newspaper, peering short-sightedly at the print. ‘One day I’ll make enough money to buy a paper every day, instead of reading what other folks have thrown out.’

‘Yes, that would be nice, Pa.’ Sally took off her sodden jacket and cap, shaking out her long, dark hair. 

Ted eyed her curiously. ‘You still haven’t told me what happened between here and Jarvis’s shop.’

‘It was snowing so hard that we didn’t see each other until it was too late and he nearly knocked me over – well, to be fair I wasn’t looking either. Anyway, the food went flying and landed on the pavement, and then, to cap it all, a couple of stray dogs wolfed the pies.’

‘But you wasn’t hurt, love?’

‘Only my pride, Pa. And the fellow paid up, so I went back to the shop and we have supper after all.’ 

‘You was lucky to meet a gentleman, that’s all I can say. There’s many who wouldn’t be so generous.’

Sally took two plates from the dresser that her father had constructed from an old chest of drawers and some wooden shelving. ‘Here you are. Enjoy the pie and I’ll put the kettle on.’

‘You’re a good girl, Sal. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

She smiled and placed the kettle on the trivet in front of the fire. ‘You’ll never have to find out, Pa. We’re a team, you and me, not forgetting Boney and Flower, of course.’

‘Sit down and eat your supper.’ Ted shifted uneasily in his chair. ‘I think you’ll have to take the cart out on your own tomorrow, love. My joints are playing up something terrible tonight. I doubt if I’ll be able to get downstairs in the morning, let alone do me rounds.’

‘It won’t be the first time, Pa. I know the route like the back of my hand.’

‘Just leave the heaviest things for Kelly. He’ll love that,’ Ted added grudgingly. ‘He’s always trying to get one up on me.’

‘Don’t worry. I can handle Kelly. He won’t get the better of me. That’s a promise.’

Next morning Sally was up before dawn. It was cold and dark in her tiny bedroom, with space only for a narrow iron bedstead and a single chest of drawers, which doubled up as a washstand. She dressed hastily in her working clothes and went downstairs to the back yard to use the privy and draw water from the pump. It had stopped snowing, and a hard frost had turned the surface into a sheet of ice.

Her first task was to clean the stable, and then she fed and watered the horses. Flower always greeted Sally with affectionate nuzzling of her hand, and Boney pawed the ground, waiting for his food. When she was satisfied that the animals wanted for nothing, she went upstairs to do her chores before starting the day’s work. Having cleared the ashes from the grate she lit the fire and put the eggs on to boil while she toasted slices of stale bread. There was a scraping of butter left in the dish, and she spread it on a piece of toast, cutting it into fingers as her father had done for her when she was a child. 

The back room where Ted slept in a truckle bed below the eaves was little bigger than a cupboard. The accommodation over the stable was not spacious, but it had been the only home Sally had ever known, and she had done her best to make it as comfortable as limited means would allow. The gaily coloured patchwork coverlet was all her own work, and had taken many hours of cutting squares from the clothes discarded by the wealthier people in the neighbourhood, and even more hours spent patiently sewing them together. Sally was proud of her efforts and the quilt brightened the small room.

‘How are you today, Pa?’ Sally asked anxiously as she placed the tray on the floor beside his bed.

Ted heaved himself to a semi-sitting position. ‘You know how it is, love. I’d get up if I could but me joints are playing up something chronic in this cold weather.’

Sally helped him to a sitting position and placed a couple of pillows behind him. Despite having hung them out last summer for days on end in the fresh air, there was still a lingering odour of the sickroom in the fabric and feather stuffing. It was fortunate that her father had lost his sense of smell after many years of handling noxious substances when he had worked on the great dust heap at Battle Bridge before its eventual removal. 

‘There, is that better?’ She placed a tray on his lap. ‘I’m afraid that’s the last of the butter, but I’ll get some this evening on my way home. Let’s hope I have a good day.’

‘Don’t let anyone take advantage of you, love. I’ll try to get down to the yard later on. If I can just sort out the white material from the coloured rags it’ll be a help. You get more money if the stuff isn’t dyed.’

‘Yes, Pa. I know that, but you ought to stay indoors in weather like this. We don’t want you having a fall and breaking your leg or worse.’

‘But I don’t like leaving everything to you, love.’

‘Don’t worry about me, Pa. I know what I’m doing and I’ll be fine.’

‘You’re a good girl, Sal. I’m lucky to have you for a daughter.’

She leaned over to drop a kiss on his grey head. ‘I love you, too, Pa. Now eat up and I’ll bring you a nice hot cup of tea before I go out.’

*  *  *

Half an hour later Sally had Boney harnessed to the cart and she drove out onto Paradise Row. It was still early but the night-shift workers were shuffling home to their beds, barely acknowledging their neighbours, who were hurrying to their place of employment to begin their twelve- or fourteen-hour day. The street was lined with tenements, housing countless numbers of lodgers. There were large families crowded into one small room, single working men, who came off the night shift and climbed into a bed recently vacated by the workers who had left for the day’s toil in the manufactories. Mothers with babies in their arms and toddlers clinging to their skirts packed their older children off to work anywhere they could earn a few pennies a day. There was little money to go round in Paradise Row and many women, whether married or single, were forced out onto the streets at night in sheer desperation, selling themselves to anyone with a few coppers to spare. Others were addicted to drink or opium, but Sally had seen too much poverty to be judgemental. She raised her hand in acknowledgement to those who had the time or the energy to greet her as she drove past. It would soon be Christmas, but there was little likelihood of much celebration in this street.

She encouraged Boney to walk a little faster than his customary plodding, but the old horse merely flicked his ears and continued to move at his own speed. Sally guided him towards the more affluent areas south of Tavistock Square. Each day she and her father took different routes, having worked out where they might miss their rival totters. Finn Kelly was the one who gave them most trouble. His family had escaped the great famine in Ireland of 1845 and Finn had arrived in London as a child of eight – that was the extent of Sally’s knowledge about his background. What she did know was that he was a rival to be reckoned with, and he used his innate Irish charm and blarney to wheedle goods out of householders where Ted might have failed miserably. Sally was determined to do better than her father, and to beat Kelly at his own game.

When the cart entered the residential area, Sally cleared her throat and sang out, ‘Any old rag and bones?’ Unfortunately her voice was drowned out by the sound of horses’ hoofs and the rumble of wheels. Hansom cabs and Hackney carriages vied with tradesmen’s vehicles and brewers’ drays. Street sellers cried their wares and they had more powerful voices than Sally, but she persevered, ringing the large hand bell that her father kept for the purpose of attracting attention. 

After three hours Sally was beginning to get dispirited. The cart was less than a quarter full and it was mainly rags and sacks filled with cinders and ash from coal fires. Although these items had a small commercial value, she was not going to make more than a few pennies from the entire collection. She decided on a change of tactic and steered Boney away from the residential area, heading towards the factories that had grown up around the Regent’s Canal. She was doing a little better, having managed to persuade the owner of the knacker’s yard to give her several sacks of old bones, but when she approached the sawmill she was dismayed to see the tall figure of her archrival standing by his cart, smoking a cheroot while he chatted to the foreman.

She made a wide sweep, guiding Boney to amble in the opposite direction, but Kelly had turned his head and he had seen her. He tipped his battered top hat, and Sally was amused to see a sprig of holly and one of mistletoe tucked into the hatband. That, together with a multi-coloured striped muffler wound round his neck, gave him a raffish look, and he was grinning widely. He tossed the stub of his cigar onto the ground and stamped on it.

‘You’re too late, Sally Suggs. I beat you to it, as usual.’

Sally was about to retaliate when a small dog raced towards Boney, barking excitedly. Normally placid and slightly deaf after years of working in almost ceaseless noise, Boney reared in the shafts almost unseating Sally. The fluffy-haired mongrel seemed to think that this was a game, and continued to harass the startled horse so that the cart was in real danger of overturning. She was on her feet, struggling to keep hold of the reins in an attempt to calm Boney, when Kelly appeared at the horse’s head and seized the reins.

‘Whoa, boy. Steady, old fellow.’ Still holding the reins, Kelly bent down and scooped the dog up in one arm. ‘And you can shut up, little miss. Take on someone your own size.’

Sally sank down on the seat, watching in amazement as the dog licked Kelly’s tanned cheek. ‘Thanks, Kelly,’ she said reluctantly. ‘But I could have handled my horse.’

‘Sure you could, and you’d have ended up on the cobblestones with a broken collarbone,’ Kelly said, chuckling. He released Boney and thrust the wriggling dog into Sally’s arms. ‘I think this little lady is your problem.’

‘I don’t want her,’ Sally protested, turning her head as the little animal tried to lick her face. ‘She must belong to someone.’

Kelly put his head on one side, his periwinkle-blue eyes twinkling. He was obviously enjoying her discomfort. ‘Well now, I doubt that. Look at her, Sal. She’s all skin and bone and I daresay she’s running with vermin, but I’ll put her on the ground if you wish, although I can’t guarantee she won’t frighten your old nag again.’

‘Don’t you dare.’ Sally scowled at him, but she kept a tight hold on the dog. Kelly was right; she could feel the small terrier-type mongrel’s ribs through her matted fur, and her big brown eyes were enough to melt the hardest heart.

‘Where’s Ted?’ Kelly’s smile faded. ‘He must be off colour if he’s let you go out on your own.’

‘He’s all right,’ Sally said defensively. ‘Well, his rheumatics are playing him up, but he’ll be back on his rounds tomorrow.’

Kelly eyed her speculatively. ‘Tell you what, I’ll throw in some of the wood chippings that I don’t need.’

‘Why would you do that? You never do anything for nothing.’

He clasped his hands to his heart. ‘You do me a great wrong, mavourneen. Haven’t I always been a good friend to you and your respected pa?’

‘No, you haven’t. And stop calling me mavourneen, whatever that means. You would sell your own grandmother if you thought it would make you some money.’

He threw back his head and laughed. ‘I’d have to dig the poor old soul up first, and I doubt if she’d make much money in that state.’

‘You’re disgusting.’ Sally tried to sound angry but it was difficult with the dog writhing around in her arms and doing her best to lick her face.

‘Perhaps, but you want to laugh, I know you do. Anyway, your dada helped me out once when I was young and green, so call this repayment for his kindness.’ Kelly doffed his top hat and brushed a strand of dark hair back from his forehead. He put his hat on at a jaunty angle and strolled off to have a word with the foreman, who had emerged from the mill followed by two burly men hefting sacks of wood shavings.

Sally was tempted to refuse his generous offer, but the thought of returning home with little to show for a day’s work was even worse than accepting charity from Finn Kelly. She eyed him warily as he approached with a sack slung casually over his shoulder.

‘Wait here, mavourneen.’ He hefted the sack onto the cart as easily as if it had been filled with feathers. ‘There are a few more to come. You’ll thank me for this one day, you know you will.’ He winked and beckoned to the workmen, leaving Sally speechless for once. She quite literally had her hands full while the men loaded the sacks onto the cart as her new friend kept wriggling and trying to lick her face. In the end Sally set her down on a pile of rags.

‘Walk on, Boney.’ Sally did not look back to see if Kelly was watching her drive away, and she did not know whether to feel annoyed or grateful for his help. One thing was certain, he had added to her problems. What Pa would say when she arrived home with a flea-bitten mongrel was another matter.




Chapter Two

‘Are you out of your mind, girl?’ Ted glared at the small dog as it explored the small parlour, sniffing in corners and scratching at holes in the skirting board. ‘Take that little brute back to where you found it.’

‘I can’t do that, Pa. She’s obviously a stray and unwanted. She’ll end up at the bottom of the canal if I don’t look after her.’

‘Well take it down to the yard and give it a bath or we’ll be infested with fleas.’

‘Does that mean I can keep her?’

Ted shrugged and turned his head to stare into the fire. ‘Would it make any difference if I said no?’

Sally leaned over to drop a kiss on his grizzled hair. ‘Thanks, Pa. I’ll give her a bath and then I’ll go out and get us some hot pea soup and some fried fish as a treat.’

‘Where’d you get the money for such luxuries?’ Ted asked suspiciously.

Sally smiled triumphantly. ‘I sold five sacks of wood chippings to the factory where they specialise in fake raspberry pips to add to jam, and they make wooden seeds to boost the profits of the seed merchants.’

‘I don’t know if I hold with such practices.’ Ted sighed. ‘But we all have to get by, so well done, Sal. I could do with some hot soup, and I have a yearning for some fried fish.’

Sally picked up the dog. ‘It was all because of her. If she hadn’t startled Boney and made him rear up, I doubt if Kelly would have been so keen to help.’ She held the dog at arm’s length. ‘Raspberry pips earned us our supper and all because of you – Pippy. That’s a good name, Pa. We’ll call her Pippy because she’s brought us good luck.’

‘I’ve got several names for the mongrel and none of ’em repeatable in front of a young lady. Get the blooming animal bathed and then fetch my supper, girl. I’m starving.’

With a gleeful chuckle, Sally scooped up Pippy and took her downstairs to the stable, where she bathed her and rinsed her in diluted vinegar to kill the fleas. She left Pippy to shake and race round while she sorted the rags into their different piles, finally storing them in sacks beneath a tarpaulin in the back yard. When she had enough she would take them to the Rags Roper, and he would pay two to three pence a pound for the white rag, the coloured material being a little cheaper. The same price applied to the bones, some of which would be used in the manufacture of cutlery handles, while others were sold to the glue or soap factories. Rags would doubtless make twice as much, but that was the way business worked.

‘Come, Pippy,’ Sally called hopefully, having lost sight of the small dog amongst the crates, sacks and barrels in the yard. With a sharp bark Pippy emerged from behind a pile of snow-covered wood and bounded over to Sally, her pink tongue lolling out of the corner of her mouth as if she were laughing. Sally picked her up and gave her a cuddle, even though the dog’s fur was still damp. ‘You and I are going to be the best of friends, Pippy. But I’d better leave you with Pa while I go out to buy food, and I’ll bring back something for you, too.’

Next day Sally did the rounds with only Pippy for company. After her bath the previous evening, the little dog was now white and fluffy with brown ears and what seemed to be a permanent grin on her face. She sat upright on the seat next to Sally, and every time they stopped and were approached by a man, whether he was young or old, a foreman or a labourer, Pippy’s hackles rose and she growled deep in the back of her throat. Sally laughed it off, giving the dog a casual pat, but secretly she was pleased to have a protector. Pippy was small but she had needle-sharp teeth, and Sally was convinced that she would see off anyone who posed a threat. She had already proved her worth as a ratter and had found a nest in the yard, which she disposed of straight away. Pippy seemed intent on earning her living and Sally was delighted with her new friend. 

Sally guided Boney through the crowded streets. People were rushing about concentrating on their preparations for Christmas Day and trade was poor, and no matter how loudly Sally shouted or how hard she rang her hand bell, there was little response from either householders or the businesses on her route. There was another reason for this, which became clear when she caught up with Kelly, whose cart was piled high with items he had collected. 

Sally drew Boney to a halt. ‘What are you doing, Kelly? This is Pa’s round, not yours.’

He hefted a sack onto the cart. ‘First come, first served, mavourneen. You know that.’

‘No, I don’t. I thought you and Pa had a gentleman’s agreement.’ Sally bit her lip. She could tell by the smirk on Kelly’s face that he was going to make fun of her.

‘But, as you’ve often pointed out – I’m no gentleman.’ Kelly reached up to stroke Pippy, and to Sally’s chagrin, the small dog wagged her tail and licked Kelly’s hand.

‘She’s obviously a poor judge of character,’ Sally said crossly. ‘You’re not playing fair, Kelly. Pa’s done this round for years.’

‘Didn’t I help you out yesterday, mavourneen? You’ll have earned a few shillings from the sacks of wood chippings, I’ll be bound.’

‘You did help me yesterday, but that doesn’t excuse what you’ve done today.’ Sally glanced over her shoulder at the few things scattered on the bottom of the cart. ‘It’s getting late and that’s all I have to show for a day’s work.’

But Kelly did not appear to be listening. He was studying Sally’s horse and a frown creased his brow as he ran his hands over Boney’s body. ‘You’ll be lucky to get this fellow back to the stable tonight.’

‘Why? What’s the matter with him?’ Sally climbed down from the driver’s seat and went to stand beside Kelly. ‘He’s panting a bit, but he’s an old boy.’

Kelly gave her a pitying glance. ‘I’ve been handling horses all my life, girl. I know when a heavy horse like him needs to be put out to pasture, or sent to the knacker’s yard.’

‘Never!’ Sally cried angrily. ‘I couldn’t do that to him.’

‘Tell your da what I said, Sally. He’s had enough experience of horseflesh to know that I’m telling the truth.’

‘But without Boney we have no way of earning a living.’

‘I’m sorry. I really am, but this is no business for a young woman like you. It’s a rough old world and there aren’t too many gents like me around.’

Sally knew he was mocking himself, but she was too upset to appreciate his sense of humour. ‘Thanks, Kelly. I mustn’t keep you, and I need to get on. Tell me where you’re going and I’ll drive in the opposite direction.’

He shrugged. ‘I’m finishing for the day, mavourneen. There’s a Christmas bowl of rum punch waiting for me at the Nag’s Head, so you can have the rest of the round, but take my advice and don’t push the old horse too far.’ Kelly patted Boney on the neck before heading back to his cart. He climbed nimbly onto the driver’s seat. ‘Remember what I said.’ He drove off before Sally had a chance to respond.

She stroked Boney’s nose. ‘You’ll be all right, won’t you, old chap? I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you.’ She bent down and picked up Pippy, placing the small dog in the footwell before resuming her seat and taking the reins. ‘Walk on, Boney.’

Sally was careful not to push the aged horse too far, and she did manage to pick up several sacks of rags and some scrap iron, but as she drove homewards along a snowy Great College Street she became aware that Boney was flagging. He stumbled a couple of times and eventually came to a halt, his head down and his breathing laboured. Sally leaped to the ground and went round to hold the reins, talking to him softly, as she had always done, but he seemed oblivious to everything. They were only a few yards away from the Veterinary College and Sally walked very slowly, leading Boney by the head. Traffic thundered past them, some of the drivers shouting impatiently, while others whipped their horses to a dangerously brisk pace in order to get past them.

‘Ignore them, Boney,’ Sally whispered, stroking his soft muzzle. ‘I’ll get help and you’ll be as right as rain.’ She was not sure whether she believed her own words, but it kept her spirits up until they were inside the gates of the college. She left Boney, safe in the knowledge that he would wait patiently for her return, but his breathing was even more laboured than before and she feared the worst. She hurried across the courtyard and entered the main building, gazing around in near panic. Pippy had followed her and she growled menacingly as the doorman approached. His expression was not encouraging. ‘What do you want, lad? This here is a college for gentleman veterinarians. I think you’re in the wrong place. You’d best go and take that mongrel with you.’

‘Pippy, sit,’ Sally commanded, and to her surprise the dog obeyed, although she kept eyeing the doorman and growling deep in her throat. Sally cleared her throat ‘I’m not a boy, and I need help, mister. My horse is very sick and it’s snowing. He’ll freeze to death in these conditions.’

‘Like I said, miss. This is a teaching institution, the best in Europe, so I’m reliably told.’

‘I’m sure it is, but this is an emergency. Isn’t there someone who could take a look at my animal? I think he might die and then what would you do. He’s in the courtyard.’

‘Very irregular, miss.’ The doorman shook his head, clicking his tongue against his teeth. He turned his head at the sound of footsteps. ‘Ah. This gentleman might set you right. Mr Lawrence, sir. This young lady says her sick horse is in the courtyard. I’ve told her this ain’t no animal hospital, but she won’t budge and she’s got that ferocious animal with her.’

Sally spun round and stared at the young man. His tweed jacket and country-style clothes were familiar, and when he came closer she remembered where she had seen him. ‘It’s you,’ she said lamely.

‘The young lady with the basket of pies.’ 

‘Yes, thank you for reimbursing me,’ Sally said politely. 

He held out his hand. ‘Gideon Lawrence. What can I do for you?’ 

‘I’m Sally Suggs and my horse is sick. I think he’s dying and I don’t know what to do for him.’

‘I told her this is a teaching institution, sir.’ The doorman pursed his lips, glaring at Sally in open disapproval. ‘No dogs allowed.’

‘Nevertheless, Hopkins, I am a qualified veterinary surgeon, and I will do my best for the poor animal. Come with me, Miss Suggs.’

More relieved than she cared to admit, Sally followed him outside into the courtyard, with Pippy gambolling at her heels. She stood back watching in awe as Gideon examined Boney, talking softly to calm the frightened horse.

‘What’s wrong with him?’ Sally asked anxiously. ‘I’ve never seen him like this.’

‘How old is he?’

‘Nearly twenty, so I was told.’

‘That explains it then.’ Gideon glanced at the goods in the cart and shook his head. ‘I’m afraid his days of working the city streets are at an end, Miss Suggs.’

Sally stared at him in dismay. ‘But he’s well looked after, Mr Lawrence. Can’t you make him better?’

‘I can do nothing to combat old age. This old chap needs to be put out to pasture or …’

‘No,’ Sally cried passionately. ‘Not the knacker’s yard. I’ll find somewhere for him, although I don’t know how I’ll go about it.’

Gideon eyed her thoughtfully. ‘Where is he stabled at present?’

‘My pa rents a scrap yard in Paradise Row. We live there, so there’s always someone to look after the horses.’

‘Well, this old chap needs a good rest, but I don’t think he’s going to make it back to Paradise Row this afternoon.’

Sally threw her arms around Boney’s neck and hugged him. ‘It will break Pa’s heart.’

‘You say you have another horse. Will you be able to continue your business?’

‘With Flower?’ Sally chuckled in spite of her heavy heart. ‘My Flower is a thoroughbred Andalusian. She’s a delicate creature and she couldn’t pull a cart to save her life.’ 

‘I’m sorry.’

Sally met his puzzled gaze with a smile. ‘You’re wondering why a rag-and-bone man would own a valuable animal like Flower.’

‘I wouldn’t have put it quite like that, but I suppose I was thinking along those lines.’

‘My mother was a performer at Astley’s Amphitheatre. She taught me to ride before I could walk, but a bad fall put paid to her career.’

‘Again, I’m very sorry to hear that.’

‘She died a couple of years later.’ Sally stared down at her booted feet. Talking about her loss always brought tears to her eyes. She sniffed and took a deep breath. ‘I was just fourteen at the time, and I’ve looked after Pa ever since.’

‘Was Flower your mother’s horse?’

Sally shook her head. ‘Ma’s horse Gaia was sold to the owner of Astley’s, and he allowed us to keep her foal in part payment, as he owned the sire – another Andalusian. Pa wanted to take the money instead, but he saw how much it meant to me, and he allowed me to keep Flower.’

‘She must be a very special horse. Andalusians are almost impossible to come by these days.’

‘She means so much to me. I used to dream of following in Ma’s footsteps and riding Flower in front of adoring crowds at Astley’s, but I have to be practical and look after Pa.’ Sally looked away. ‘I don’t know why I’m telling you all this. It’s just a childish fantasy.’

‘I can’t say I’ve ever felt so strongly about anything.’ Gideon gave her a searching look. ‘But perhaps I can help you, after all.’

‘Really? Can you give Boney something to make him strong again?’

A smile crinkled the corners of Gideon’s warm brown eyes. ‘I wish that were possible. But what I can do is to keep Boney here for a while. He’ll have every care taken of him, and he’ll be good practice for my students.’

‘That’s kind of you,’ Sally said doubtfully. ‘But I have to get the cart home. I can’t pull it myself.’

‘I should think not.’ Gideon frowned thoughtfully. ‘We have several horses in the stables here. If you promise to return him tomorrow, I’ll let you have Major. He’s a heavy horse like Boney, and he’ll get you and the cart back to Paradise Row, but he belongs to the college so I’m afraid you won’t be able to use him on your rounds.’

‘I understand.’ Sally was torn between wanting to take Boney home and the practicality of returning the heavy cart to the stable. 

‘Boney might well have a heart attack and die, if you make him pull that cart back to Paradise Row. He’ll be well cared for here, but he really needs to spend the rest of his days at pasture.’

Sally sighed and shook her head. ‘That’s not possible. I wish it were.’

‘I might have somewhere in mind.’

‘It’s very kind of you but we can’t afford to pay.’ 

‘That wouldn’t be a problem, but you don’t want to leave Boney here, I can see that; however, I give you my word that he will have the best attention. We can’t turn back time, but we can ensure that the old fellow has a chance to recover.’

‘Yes, I suppose so. I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but he’ll be scared without me. I’ve slept in the stable with him before now, if he’s been poorly.’

‘If you try to take him home now, I doubt if he’ll make it to the end of the street. It’s up to you.’

‘Pa will be very upset.’

‘Would you like me to come with you? I could explain things in detail to your father.’

‘No, thank you. I’m the best one to break the news to him. We’ll manage somehow.’

‘Then let’s unharness the poor old chap and I’ll take him to the stable. If you’d like to come with me, I’ll introduce you to Major. He’s a docile animal, used to being the centre of attention, so he won’t give you any trouble, which is more than I can say for your dog.’ Pippy had been racing around the courtyard, but she came to a halt at Gideon’s feet and he bent down to scoop her up. ‘Behave, little lady.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Sally said hastily. ‘I only came across Pippy yesterday and she adopted me rather than the other way around. But she’s a good dog really.’

‘I can see that. She’s young and she’s intelligent. She just needs a firm hand.’ Gideon passed Pippy to Sally. ‘I’ll look after Boney, but you’d better not bring your dog into the stables. She’ll no doubt cause mayhem there.’ He unharnessed Boney, leaving Sally to secure Pippy to the cart with a length of rope.

‘Stay there and be a good girl,’ Sally said firmly. ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’ She shot a sideways glance at Gideon. ‘I suppose you think I’m silly, talking to a stray dog like this.’

He laughed. ‘No, you’re quite right. She might not understand the words yet, but the tone of your voice will no doubt be a comfort to her. Follow me, Miss Suggs.’

When Sally broke the news to her father she could see that he was more upset than he would admit.

‘Boney has done us well over the years,’ he said gloomily. ‘We old men should retire.’ 

‘Don’t say things like that, Pa. You’re not old.’

Ted shook his head. ‘I feel ancient sometimes, love. My whole body aches and I know I ain’t the man I was. Me and Boney should be put to pasture together.’

‘I won’t allow you to think that way.’

‘This is the end of our business, Sal. We can’t carry on without Boney.’

Sally thought of Major, the splendid Shire horse who was now eating his way through as much hay as poor old Boney might consume in several days. She would have to return Major to the college tomorrow, but what then? The truth hit her like a lightning bolt. ‘No, Pa. We can’t sell Flower.’

‘I’m sorry, love. It’s that or the workhouse for us. You know it’s the last thing I would want …’ Ted broke off, his eyes reddened and moist with unshed tears. ‘Don’t look at me like that, Sal. What else can we do?’

‘I don’t know. Anything, but that. I could get a job at Astley’s like my mother. I can ride well.’

‘You’d be up against real professionals, Sal. Your ma was a wonderful performer, but in the end the riding killed her.’

‘The fall did that, Pa. She could have fallen downstairs and hurt herself just as badly.’

‘Well, all that is in the past, sad as it is. I hope to join your mother one day soon, and then I’ll be a happy man.’

‘Don’t talk like that.’ Sally gazed at her father and saw him suddenly as an old man. This last shock seemed to have sapped the life from him, and he appeared to have shrunk like a wizened apple. ‘Forget what I said. We’ll get another heavy horse. Maybe I can sell something to raise the money.’ She looked round the small room with its shabby sofa and worn armchair. The square table set beneath the window was propped up by a book under one broken leg, and the clock on the mantelshelf had stopped, yet again. Like almost everything else in the room it seemed old, tired and ready to go back to the scrap heap.

‘You’ll have to face it, love. Flower has to go to Tattersalls. They’ll get a good price for her, and maybe Kelly would like to make an offer for the cart.’

Sally felt her whole world slipping away beneath her feet. She sat down beside her father and clutched his hand. ‘I can do the round until you’re better, Pa. We’ll get another horse and I’ll work twice as hard, you’ll see.’ She stroked Pippy, who had leaped upon her lap and was trying to lick her face. 

‘That dog will have to go, too.’ Ted glowered at Pippy. ‘We can’t afford to feed her, and she’s no use to man nor beast.’

‘She’s a good ratter,’ Sally protested. ‘She’ll earn her keep, as will I.’

‘That’s enough.’ Ted shook his hand free from her grasp. ‘I knows you mean well, love. But the rag-and-bone business ain’t for a young woman on her own, and I don’t see meself going back on the rounds.’

‘You’ll get better, Pa. We’ll get the doctor to look at you and maybe he can give you something to ease your aching bones.’

‘Maybe.’ Ted raised himself with difficulty. ‘I’m going to me bed, love.’

‘Good night, Pa.’ Sally watched her father hobble towards the door which led to his tiny bedroom. Her own bed was beneath the eaves on the opposite side of the building to where her father slept, with the living room in between. In the summer she could look through the cracks where the roof tiles had slipped and see the stars. In winter she had to wear her coat in bed and wrap a shawl around her head. If it rained she slept beneath a tarpaulin, and no matter how many times they reported the leaking roof to the landlord, nothing had ever been done. She knew that she would sleep little that night, and instead of getting ready for bed, she went downstairs to the stable with Pippy at her heels. Flower greeted her with a soft whinny and Major turned his head to give her a blank stare. 

‘I can’t do it, Flower,’ Sally said softly. ‘I won’t let you go, no matter what happens.’ 

Next morning Sally awakened early even though she had slept badly. She was up, washed and dressed before her father stirred. She took him a cup of tea, waking him with a gentle pressure on his shoulder. He grunted in acknowledgement and turned his face to the wall; a sure sign that he did not wish to be disturbed. Sally knew from experience that there was nothing she could do when her father was in one of his deep depressions. She sighed; it had been like this since her mother died, and she was afraid that the loss of Boney and the business would be too much for him to bear. Their future was in her hands now, but she was struggling to think of a way out of this dilemma. The rag-and-bone trade was a competitive and unforgiving occupation. There was no one to whom she could turn for help, and, to make matters worse, the rent was due. 

She drank a rapidly cooling cup of tea before going downstairs to the stable. Every morning she had cleaned the stables and seen to the horses’ needs, but today everything seemed different. Boney had been part of her life for almost as long as she could remember and it was strange to see Major in Boney’s stall. Flower was edgy and nervous, as if she sensed that there was something wrong. Sally took the buckets to the pump in the back yard and filled them with water, but when she carried them back to the stable she was startled to find Gideon Lawrence waiting for her.

‘The door was unlocked,’ he said apologetically. ‘I did knock but no one answered, so I let myself in.’

‘You’ve come for Major?’ Sally eyed him hopefully. Perhaps he would allow her to borrow the horse for one more day. If she could earn enough to pay the rent it would give them more time to find a way out of their predicament.

‘Yes. I’m sorry, Miss Suggs. If Major was mine I’d loan him to you for as long as you needed him, but he belongs to the college.’

‘I understand. Of course you must take him. He’s a fine animal.’

Gideon gave her a searching look. ‘Will you be able to find a replacement for Boney?’

‘There’ll never be another horse like him. How is he?’ Sally held her breath.

‘He’s doing well enough, but I’ve given him a thorough examination and I’m afraid it’s his heart. He could live quite happily for a number of years, but his working life is over. I’m sorry, it must have been a bitter blow for your father.’

‘He’s taken it badly.’ Sally watched nervously as Gideon turned his attention to Flower. He examined her as if he were a potential purchaser. 

‘She is a beautiful animal. You could sell her for a considerable sum of money.’

‘No!’ Sally raised her voice and was instantly sorry. She held up her hand. ‘I shouldn’t have shouted, but that would really be a last resort.’

‘I can see that you’re fond of her,’ Gideon said thoughtfully. ‘I know it’s none of my business, but are you in a financial position to replace Boney?’

Sally shook her head. ‘The only asset we have is Flower, but I can’t bear to part with her. She’s my only link to my mother. I can’t let her go.’ She took a deep breath and turned away to hide the tears that filled her eyes. She lifted Major’s harness from the wall rack. ‘I’d better get your horse ready for you to take back to the college. We’re truly grateful for your help, Mr Lawrence.’

‘It was nothing. Anyone would have done the same. I wish I could do more.’

Sally busied herself tacking up Major, who bore it stoically. ‘Is Boney fit enough to come home? I can’t expect you to look after him at the college – I mean, we can’t afford to pay for his keep.’

‘He should be taken to the country where he can roam free. Can you arrange that?’

‘No. I can’t, but I’ll think of something.’

‘I have a suggestion, although you must feel free to turn it down.’

Sally shot him a sideways glance. ‘You’ve already done so much. I wouldn’t dream of asking you to do anything else.’

‘Wait until you hear my proposition,’ Gideon said, smiling. ‘I was born and raised in the country. I recently inherited my late father’s farm near Highgate and I was planning to go there on Saturday. If you and your father agree, your old horse could live out his days there. I have plenty of good pasture.’

‘I don’t know what to say.’ Sally gazed at him in surprise. ‘It seems an imposition when we hardly know you.’

‘I entered the veterinary profession because I care for animals; not in a sentimental way, but in a practical sense. If I can heal a sick creature or make their life better in some way, that’s what I’ll do, and,’ he added with a twinkle in his eyes, ‘I get paid for my labours.’

‘That’s the main problem,’ Sally said hastily. ‘We can’t afford to pay.’

‘And I wouldn’t dream of charging a penny. Boney will be company for the pet donkey I had when I was growing up. He is even older than your horse, so they can share stories of their lives. You are welcome to come with me, and I think Flower could do with a long ride. What do you say?’




Chapter Three

It was bitterly cold, but at least it had stopped snowing and the long ride to Hill Farm had been just what Sally needed to dispel some of the worries that had kept her awake at night. The air in the countryside was so much fresher and cleaner than the soot-filled atmosphere in Paradise Row, and the sight of snow-covered fields and hedgerows was a blissful change after the grime and dirt of the King’s Cross area. It had been years since Sally had last ventured outside the city, and Ma had been alive then. The worn and faded riding habit that Sally wore with pride had belonged to her mother, and the scent of her still lingered in the merino cloth. The draped skirt was a couple of inches too short, revealing the boys’ breeches and shabby boots she wore out of necessity, but Sally was determined to enjoy the outing, and she was not going to allow such trifles to spoil her day.

‘We’re almost there.’ Gideon’s pleasant voice brought Sally back to the present with a start.

‘How far is it now?’

‘Follow me.’ Gideon encouraged his mount to a trot and then a canter as he rode on ahead.

Sally accepted the challenge and she flicked the reins. ‘Come on, Flower. We can beat him.’ Flower needed no further encouragement and they caught up with Gideon, passing him and then slowing down as it would be dangerous for the horses to go any faster. As they crested the steep hill Sally could see a black and white timbered farmhouse nestling in the wooden area below. It was surrounded by a neatly kept yard lined with redbrick outbuildings. She reined in and Flower obeyed by slowing down to a more sedate trot, allowing Gideon to catch up with them.

‘That’s a fine little mare. She goes like the wind,’ he said breathlessly.

‘You can see why I don’t want to sell her.’

‘It’s obvious that you two have a strong bond. Maybe there’s another way.’

‘Do you really think so?’

‘I might have an idea, but I don’t want to say anything just yet.’

‘Now I’m intrigued,’ Sally said, laughing. ‘You can’t expect to drop hints like that without an explanation.’

‘I need to give it more thought. Anyway, I’m starving and I expect you are, too. With a bit of luck Mrs Wallace will have done some baking. She’s the best cook in the county.’

‘Mrs Wallace?’ Sally eyed him curiously. 

‘She cooks and keeps house for me, and her husband manages the farm. They’ve been with my family for years.’

‘It looks like a lovely house,’ Sally said wistfully. 

‘It’s not grand like Fleet Hall.’ Gideon smiled ruefully. ‘I’m sorry, of course you don’t know the locality, but our land abuts the Fleet Hall estate. I’ll take you there after I’ve had a word with Wallace.’ He
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