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Prologue
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Set against the grim backdrop of 1830s London, Nancy: Who Will Buy My Sweet Red Roses.. follows the journey of a young girl born into poverty, abandoned by society, and forced to survive by her wits alone. Raised in a brutal workhouse and hardened by the harsh life on the streets, Nancy learns to steal, lie, and run, because survival leaves little room for dreams.

Dragged into the criminal underworld by the manipulative Fagin, Nancy becomes part of a gang of child thieves. But when a frightened boy named Oliver Twist enters her life, something in Nancy awakens, a forgotten part of her that still remembers kindness, hope, and right from wrong. Risking everything, Nancy helps Oliver escape to safety, setting herself against the very people who once claimed to protect her.

Offered a place in the household of Mr. Brownlow, Oliver’s benefactor, Nancy struggles to believe she can leave her past behind. The journey isn’t easy: the cruelty of her upbringing, the suspicion of the household staff, and the looming threat of Fagin’s revenge haunt her at every step. But through hard work, trust earned, and the quiet support of those who truly see her worth, Nancy builds a new life, a life founded on dignity, courage, and redemption.

As Nancy steps into a future she never thought possible, a chance encounter with a kindhearted visitor, Mr. Montrose, hints that love and respect might not be beyond her reach after all.

Nancy: Who Will Buy My Sweet Red Roses... is a powerful reimagining of a classic Dickensian world, focusing on resilience, transformation, and the enduring belief that even the most broken lives can be mended.
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Chapter 1
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The winter wind clawed through the cracks in the workhouse walls, rattling the iron bed-frames stacked in rows like graves. Somewhere in the shadows, a woman’s muffled cries rose and fell, growing weaker with each hour.

In the farthest room, under the flickering light of a single oil lamp, Nancy was born.

No doctor came. No priest whispered blessings. Only a hard-faced matron, used to life and death coming cheap, wiped the newborn clean with a rag and bundled her into a scrap of old linen.

The mother, a pale girl no more than seventeen, lay gasping. She barely had strength to lift her head. When the matron held up the child, the girl gave a faint, broken smile.

“Call her... Nancy...” she whispered.

Then her head lolled back. One shuddering breath and none.

The matron clicked her tongue, more annoyed than sorrowful. Another mouth to feed. Another burden on the parish. She shoved the baby into the arms of a scullery maid.

“Take it to the infants’ ward,” she barked. “And if it doesn’t take to the bottle, it won’t last the week.”

Nancy screamed, a thin, hungry sound that echoed off the stone walls.

The infants’ ward was little more than a freezing attic crammed with rows of cots. Thin milk and thinner blankets were the only luxuries offered there. Many babies who came in never lived long enough to crawl.

Nancy fought harder than most. Even as a tiny bundle, she was stubborn, clinging to life with a ferocity that startled the nurses. She cried until she was fed, kicked until she was cleaned, grabbed at anything that came close enough.

By the time she was three, she could tell the difference between the workers who gave a kind word and the ones who gave a slap. She learned to scurry out of reach of the latter.

At five, she was sent to the general ward, where hunger gnawed constantly at her belly and discipline was enforced with canes. Meals were ladles of watery gruel. Shoes were for Sundays, if you were lucky.

Still, Nancy survived.

She made a kind of family out of the other girls her age: scrappy, clever, half-wild creatures who banded together for scraps and whispered stories after lights-out. They learned to steal bread from the kitchens and hide it in the folds of their clothes. They learned to lie without blinking, to snatch without guilt, to move without sound.

Once, a new girl came crying into the ward, clutching a broken doll. Nancy took it from her—not out of cruelty, but because she knew the doll would only get the girl punished for hoarding possessions. Better a quick theft than a week’s beating.

It wasn’t kindness exactly.

It was survival.

By the time Nancy turned seven, there was no softness left.

She was sharp-eyed, fast-talking, quick to laugh when it would save her, quicker to run when it wouldn’t.

And when the overseer came down the rows one morning, tapping his stick against the bed-frames, Nancy knew her time had come.

“You,” he barked. “You’re off to apprenticeship. Factory wants hands. You’ll be earning your keep now.”

He didn’t ask if she wanted to go. No one ever asked Nancy anything.

A bundle of rags was thrust into her arms, her “possessions”and she was marched out into the grey morning, the workhouse gates clanging shut behind her like the lid of a coffin.

She didn’t cry. Not once.

Whatever tears Nancy had been born with, the workhouse had long since beaten them out of her.

In front of her stretched the endless streets of London, dirty and crowded, with smoke pouring from chimneys and voices shouting from every alley.

Somewhere out there was the factory.

Somewhere beyond that, a future....of sorts.

Nancy pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders and started walking.

One step into a world that had already decided she wasn’t worth saving.
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The Orphan’s Path

The factory crouched by the river, a red-brick monster belching black smoke into a choking sky.

Inside, the air reeked of oil, dust, and sweat.

Machines roared like beasts, clattering and grinding without mercy.

Nancy was put to work spinning thread.

Eight hours a day at first.

Then ten.

Then twelve, when the foreman realised she was quick and didn’t faint easily.

She sat on a hard bench in a long line of other girls, her small fingers raw and bleeding, her back twisted into knots of pain, the relentless thunder of the looms pounding in her skull.

Mistakes were punished.

A dropped spool earned a slap.

A torn thread earned a kick.

Speaking earned a crack across the knuckles with a thick leather strap.

The overseer, Mr. Dodd, was a tall man with a temper as quick as his stick.

He walked the rows whistling a sharp, tuneless air, his cane tapping the benches, waiting for someone to falter.

Nancy learned not to flinch.

Flinching made it worse.

At night, she slept in a cramped dormitory with two dozen other girls, four to a bed, wrapped in thin blankets that smelled of damp and despair.

The river mist seeped through the broken windows, soaking the floors, creeping into their bones.

Three months passed.

Nancy’s hands toughened.

The bruises came and went.

Her body grew lean and wiry, built for speed and endurance.

She learned to pocket scraps of bread during mealtimes.

Learned which
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