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Lizzie Short ran down the lane as fast as her young legs would carry her, slowing only long enough to round the corner at Baker Lane. The fear of being caught and its consequences terrified her—stealing food was the only way a street urchin could survive.


However, this time she and her cohorts, Will, Kate, and the Smith boys, had been much too reckless—stealing those cakes from the window sill at The Robin, with all those people about, could very well have gotten them into more trouble than they had bargained for.


Lizzie had never known her father—a soldier who had been killed while serving in the army before she came into this world. Stories her mother told her were often embellished—especially if she had been drinking that foul tasting liquid she liked so much—but she had often told Lizzie, she was far better off not having known him.


Fending for herself at nine years-of-age on the streets near London’s dockland was difficult for one so young, but Lizzie was a wily, cunning little thief with a winsome smile and a merry twinkle in her bright blue eyes. Her beautiful auburn hair hung in disarray over slim shoulders covered by an ill-fitting grubby, grey dress, which had not been washed in weeks—her tatty, black coat had been recently torn when she collided with a workman on the docks.


This seemingly frail child, however, was far from ordinary. She was accustomed to life on the street and brighter than most. Some of the older children of the streets tried to copy Lizzie’s enterprising tricks, but most were caught for their efforts.


Then one day, life as she knew it, almost ended. It was mid-morning and she and her friends were making their usual rounds picking pockets and pinching what food they could find, when she almost got caught. She barely escaped by hiding under the skirt of a dressmaker’s model that stood in a shop doorway.


Sadly, her companions were not so lucky. They were soon caught by the eager hands of the law and apprehended. Willie Dent kicked and screamed like the devil himself were holding him; Kate Moor cried as if her heart was being broken—forcing a lawman to pick her up bodily; and the two younger ones sobbed their hearts out, calling Lizzie’s name as they were being dragged off . . . but she knew she could do nothing to help them.


She only saw them one more time—the day she sneaked into the court and witnessed their sentence for deportation to the Colonies of the New World. No one seemed to care what happened to those poor little lost souls . . . except Lizzie and now it was too late.


Tears streamed down her face as she trudged back to the garret where she and her mother lived in total poverty. As her weary bare feet landed on the top step and she reached out for the door latch, she heard the voice of a man, a guest of her mother no doubt—it was a common practice.


Standing there in the last rays of sunshine, her thin elbows resting on the rickety top rail, she made the decision to leave. There was nothing inside she either needed or wanted . . . so turning her back on the only home she had ever known, she slowly descended the stairs, for the very last time.


By the time her feet landed on the cobblestones of the back lane, she had a plan and the drunken sailor lying in a doorway was the first stepping stone to her newfound independence. Deftly, she searched through his pockets and relieved him of his money purse. Her young, experienced hands worked both quickly and gently, and caused him not the slightest discomfort.


All the rest of that day and into the evening, Lizzie walked the streets, begging for only as much food as she dared. Nighttime came and she carefully searched her familiar locations until she found a place to sleep.


And so her bed that night was a handsome cab left by the owner until morning in a stable yard. Soft, comfortable leather seats made a resting-place of pure luxury for her young body. Her old and dirty coat was her blanket, her folded arms her pillow, and it was not long before sleep overtook the worn-out child.


The clip clop of horses’ hooves rattling on the cobblestones awoke her as dawn broke. Quickly, she slipped away unobserved into the fresh morning air of dockland. With her tummy rumbling from hunger, Lizzie Short started her first full day of freedom by heading straight to the big coaching house, The Robin, on the corner of Dock Street and Water Lane. It was a popular place for travellers to get a last meal before boarding their ships for a long sea voyage to a far-off land.


Slipping off her ragged coat and hiding it behind the stable block, she quickly walked over to the wash trough, washed her hands and face, and with a little giggle, made her way over to the kitchen entrance. 


Behind the back door hung the aprons belonging to the serving girls. Making sure she wasn’t being followed, Lizzie unhooked an apron from a nail and closed the door again, without even going inside—this was a trick she had pulled off many times before. Putting it on and smoothing out the wrinkles, she cautiously entered the front door and snatched up the first tray she found left unattended. Now it simply took strong nerves to walk into the kitchen and load up the tray with food.


In a few minutes, she was walking out into the public area with a full tray and a jaunty air of self-confidence.


Suddenly, a large hand fell on her small shoulder and a rough voice asked, “Who the hell are you?”


Quick as a flash, Lizzie smiled her sweetest smile back at the man, giving her answer in her most innocent voice.


“New girl, sir.” 


The hand fell away and out she walked into the yard, passing between the many travellers, stable hands and coachmen. Hiding behind the stables, the girl ate hurriedly at first. Her blue eyes were shining brightly as she turned over in her mind the plan for the rest of the day. Stuffing the surplus food from breakfast into a bag and hiding it under her coat in a corner of the stable, she returned the apron to the nail and laid the tray on the first table inside the door.


As she turned to leave, four girls almost knocked her over, as they ran screaming and laughing into the coach stop, bumping into everything in their urgency to get to a table and food. A big, well-dressed man followed them—a scowl on his face and an air of importance in his manner.


Lizzie watched in envy at the carefree antics of these well-to-do young ladies and momentarily considered if she would be as silly if she had a private coach to ride in and fancy clothes to wear.


Out in the yard, the private coach that had just brought the girls was being unloaded—trunks from the rear carrier, bags and more bags were being thrown from the top rack, and a stable lad was unhitching the matched pair of beautiful Cleveland Bays.


Watching the action with interest, Lizzie noticed the dark blue coat lying on the ground—no doubt dropped by one of the girls. In a flash, she scooped it up as she hurried across the yard.


She returned quickly to the stable to collect her own coat with her bag of food tucked inside, but not needing her tatty coat anymore, she threw it to one side and was soon out in the back lane and on her way.


What a wonderful start to the day she was having. Thoughts danced merrily through her young mind as she walked beside the river and watched the tall ships pass gracefully on the great river she had heard the adults call the Thames. Dockland was waking to a new day.


I need a place of my own, she mused, her eyebrows puckering in deep thought, but where? With all her friends gone, no relatives she knew of—this was certainly going to be a problem she needed to solve—and very soon.


As she walked through the streets of dockland, she saw many things she hadn’t noticed before. She became surprisingly aware of the many small shops that lined the streets and lanes—clothing shops and blacksmiths, hat shops and food shops—and with each passing day, she acquired a new interest in the people she saw.


One day, she noticed an old man with walking sticks crossing the road just ahead of her. At the same time, she saw a carriage driven at full gallop and in a wildly irresponsible manner careening toward him. She tried to cry out a warning but the words stuck in her throat as she stood paralysed with horror as the carriage came closer. Then it was too late, as it collided with the old man sending him and his walking sticks flying in all directions.


Instinct forced Lizzie to run to his assistance, tears escaping her eyes as she saw how badly he was hurt. Cradling the old head in her thin arms, blood trickling from his battered face, she held him gently and his eyes slowly opened.


Bravely, he tried to smile as he haltingly mumbled, “Take . . . me home . . . please.”


His eyes began to close, but Lizzie shook him gently and demanded, “Ware is home, mister?”


Slowly, he tried to open them again, but the effort seemed too great.


“Ten . . .,” he mumbled, swallowing hard and struggling for the words. “Ten . . . Slaughter . . . Lane,” he whispered, but his head flopped limply to one side, eyes shut once more.


A lad pushing a two-wheeled cart stopped to take a look.


“Looks dun for, ta me,” he said, in a serious tone.


Lizzie looked up with her tear-stained face and clutched the lad’s arm.


“Load him on yer barra an tec us home . . . an ah’ll give yer a penny,” she said urgently, ignoring his comment.


The lad nodded eagerly.


It took their combined strength and a great deal of effort, to load the man onto the transport. Lizzie threw her new blue coat over him for warmth and off they went, the lad pulling and the girl pushing,


Fifteen minutes later, they turned into Slaughter Lane. After struggling up the hill from the river, locating number ‘10’ was easy, being the first cottage at the top of the lane. Finding a key in the man’s coat pocket was no problem to Lizzie’s quick fingers. Helped by the lad, she half-carried, half-pulled the old man inside and laid him on the rug in front of the fireplace.


“Ah want me penny!” the lad demanded, sticking out his grimy hand.


Lizzie paid him from the purse she had stolen from the sailor, and the happy lad left in a hurry.


Closing the door behind him, she glanced around the seemingly little house. It was neat, tidy, clean, and much larger than originally appeared.


The fire was laid with dry grass, wood shavings, and sticks, all ready to light. She located some matches on the side-pan water boiler; striking a light and applying it to the dry grass, it took hold immediately. Moving over to the tiny window, she had no difficulty opening it to let some air in, but closed it quickly to stop the draft.


Finding a pillow and blankets in a rear bedroom, she proceeded to make the old fellow comfortable. Dipping her fingers into the water boiler to test the heat, and finding it barely warm, she looked around for more fuel for the fire and found it neatly stacked just outside the back door.


As she turned to carry the wood inside, her nose detected a foul smell. Not being able to identify the stench, she hurried inside, slamming the door to keep it out.


Stoking up the fire, Lizzie glanced down at the frail, sad-looking man who had become her patient. His eyes were open and he now watched her intently, a slight trace of a smile on the bloody, battered face.


Gently stroking his brow, she smiled back at him. She looked around for an earthenware bowl and a cloth, so she could clean up his face. Finding both on a shelf, she filled the bowl with warm water and proceeded to gently wipe off the dried blood and dirt. Soon she was humming a little tune as her wet cloth did its work.


Stopping to review the result, she murmured, “That’s better, old lad.”


With the cloth rung out and placed over the big brass fender to dry, it was time to get rid of the water. She picked up the bowl and moved toward the door, but hearing his weak voice in the background, caused her to hesitate.


“Put it . . . on me garden . . . lass,” the voice haltingly instructed. 


Without looking back, she nodded, disappearing outside.


As Lizzie turned the corner, she could see a huge, well-tended vegetable garden at the side of the cottage. The little green sprouts were several inches high on some of the plants, while others were just beginning to show their heads out of the soil.


Lizzie had never seen a garden close up and she was fascinated by it, but she also became aware of that smell again. It was putrid and made her tiny nose wrinkle up in revulsion. Quickly, she deposited the water on the plants and returned at a run to escape the obnoxious stench.


Slamming the door behind her and then putting the bowl back in its place, she decided to have a closer look at her patient.


She dropped on her knees by the side of the old man and asked, “Now, wot’s yer name, old lad, and are yer hungry? An who’s ta be lookin after yer . . . what’s that awful stink out there?”


The old man painfully waved his hand for her to stop.


“‘Am Joe Todd,” he said, very quietly, “tenant of this house. Yes, ‘am hungry and thirsty . . . an that smell is from the city slaughterhouse.” Painfully, he tried to sit up and would not have made it if Lizzie hadn’t jumped to his assistance. “That last question you asked, little lady . . .?” Joe hoarsely whispered, tears welling in his eyes from pain, “ . . . will you stay an take care of me—ah’ll gladly pay yer.”


Lizzie knelt down beside him, slipping a tiny arm around his bowed shoulders.


“Couldn’t leave yer like this na, could ah?” she said, with a rueful smile. Then she arose to find him something to drink—remembering her bag of food, she found some bread and a piece of cheese just large enough to give them each a small meal until she could check out this man’s pantry. If she were going to make this her new home for awhile, she would need to familiarize herself with this kitchen very soon.


As the weeks passed, old Joe grew stronger and healthier, thanks to Lizzie’s care, and their friendship grew closer. At the beginning, finding a way to feed them both had been a challenging problem for the nine-year-old girl. She had to resort to some very cheeky and dishonest tricks that she had learned a long time ago from the older children on the streets.


Joe Todd watched her with a fascinated interest, marvelling at the resourcefulness of one so young. Due to his inability to work, it was often necessary for her to find food for them—he never needed to worry where the next meal would come from. She rarely grumbled at the workload and never lost her winsome smile.


He taught her about plants and gardens and she coaxed the little shoots along until, much to her delight, they became healthy plants. She was a pretty child of average height but thin boned, and her auburn hair now hung softy about her face. She learned how to wash and care for it by filling the big washtub with water in front of the hearth, with its warm and inviting flames. He remembered how dirty and unkempt she had looked when she first arrived, but under his tutelage, she was now a much different looking little girl.


Not having been a father, Joe didn’t understand the new feelings he was now experiencing, but he recognized that he had become strangely protective of his new, young friend. He found he was hardly able to bear her being away from him. He wanted her to stay forever, but how could he ask, surely she had a family somewhere who needed her.


Hobbling out to the garden on the new crutches he had fashioned from two broom handles, Joe began to question the girl about her family and her life. Finally, one day, Lizzie put down her hoe and walked over to the old man, a fire now burning in those laughing eyes.


“If yer wants me ta go, say so!” she demanded, with hands on her hips.


“No, no, ah wants yer ta stay forever, luv,” Joe said softly, barely finding the courage to tell her. “But won’t somebody be lookin for yer?” he questioned, his face masked by the sadness he felt.


Lizzie laughed aloud and her little body rocked back and forth in feigned mirth.


“You silly old thing,” she declared, the gentle tone creeping back into her voice. Then with a merry giggle, she continued, “Do yer think I’ve looked after yer for all this time an then would just up an walk away? ‘Am stayin an that’s the end ov that.”


Before he could find the words to answer, she took his arm and guided him over to his bench against the house wall. Reaching into his waistcoat pocket, she withdrew his pipe, scraped the burnt tobacco with a sharp twig, and tapped out the old residue.


Curious now, Joe handed the tobacco pouch over to her. Quickly and expertly, she refilled it and handed the pouch back. Studying the burned old clay pipe for a moment, Lizzie smiled and handed it back to him.


“Stuff that in yer face, an stop talkin so daft, I’ve work ta do.”


Joe struck a match and applied it to the tobacco in the pipe well; tears began to roll down his face in relief at what he had just heard. Now puffing away contentedly, he again watched her with interest.


Suddenly, with a twinkle in her eye, she asked, “How would yer like a big juicy steak for supper tonight?”


Puzzled, he could only nod. The girl sliced the head off a big hard cabbage, picked it up and ran like the wind toward the slaughterhouse. Soon she was back with a huge steak and a large roast under her arm. Blood dripped out of the cloth she was carrying them in, causing a dark dotted line to mark the path as she returned.


“Gawd lass, tha’r a better bargainer than me . . . ah’d a bin lucky ta get a little steak!” Joe volunteered as the meat dropped on the bare table.


“Nothin to it, me old pal,” Lizzie bragged, bringing their own homegrown onions and potatoes out of the wooden storage box.


It didn’t take long before she had dinner cooking. The cast-iron pans were balanced around the roaring fire . . . when to Joe’s surprise, off came her black apron and she headed once again for the door, stopping only long enough to wag her finger and warn him to keep his eye on the cooking.


Fifteen minutes later, she re-appeared carrying bread, tarts and a sweet loaf of fruit bread.


“How the h . . . ?” the old man started to say, but the girl stopped him dead as she put her finger to her lips in a silent warning to ask no questions. Joe shook his old head in amazement, but said nothing.


They both ate heartily—it was the most luxurious meal they’d had in a long time and each morsel was savoured. Finishing off, they each had a slice of fruit bread and a big mug of Joe’s home-brewed ale, while the old man puffed contentedly on his clay pipe.


One night after a long day of working in the garden, they sat by the fire enjoying its warmth and each other’s company.


“How did yer get bad legs in the first place?” Lizzie asked, watching intently for some reaction.


Joe sighed, drawing in deeply from the smoking pipe; his head slowly leaned backwards as smoke trickled out from between his open lips. His eyes were fixed on the blue wisps that floated up to the ceiling. 


“Aye lass, it were a long time ago,” the old man whispered, his mind obviously looking painfully back in time. He swallowed hard, sat up straight, and declared, “But ah’ll tell yer, little one, so sit quiet and listen.”


“I was a sailor aboard the mighty fighting ship H.M.S. Serapis in 1779. Aye, it were in September around the 23rd, me thinks.” He stopped to take another puff, have a sip of his ale and carried on. “I were a gunner’s mate on deck two, an right proud of it . . . Charley Price were my gun master,” his voice trailed off, as memories flooded back.


Lizzie sat patiently waiting for Joe to continue.


“Died did Charley, poor bugger, blown in half like a rag doll.” A single tear rolled down his face. “It were that John Paul Jones who did it. Blew us all ta hell.” There was an excited note creeping into his voice, as he told the story for the first time in many years.


“We should have won easy, but that damned madman lashed the ships together, an just wouldn’t stop fightin.” He paused again, looking at his young friend with a gentle smile. “Both me blasted legs were broke, an ah couldn’t move an inch, but when all fightin were done, them colonials were right kind ta us sailors, patched us up an made sure we would survive before they took off in the Serapis.”


“Yer mean they pinched yer ship?” Lizzie squeaked excitedly, banging her small hand on the chair arm and leaning closer to Joe.


“Aye, that they did, lass,” he answered, smiling at her reaction.


“What happened next?” the youngster asked, her eyes shining with anticipation.


“Well, that wer the end of my sailin days, girl. They gave me a little pension an cut me adrift, yer might say,” he said, his face turning sad again.


“Holy hell,” the child exclaimed in wonderment, “but don’t yer worry none, mister, cos am takin care of yer from here on.”


Lizzie rose slowly from her chair and stood behind Joe’s chair. She put her arm around the old man’s shoulders and gave him a gentle squeeze, gently rocking him to and fro.

End of Chapter 1

8 1999-2001  J. Robert Whittle and Whitlands Publishing Ltd.
