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			‘Please, sir, take us both. We only have each other. We don’t know how to live apart’

			After the death of their parents, sisters Poppy and Rose are taken in by widow Nellie Harper. But whilst they have a roof over their heads, the young orphans are unloved, unwanted, and always hungry, with only one pair of boots between them. Keen to make money, Nellie hatches a plan to sell the girls to the mysterious Mr Scurrfield. But when the day comes for them to leave, Scurrfield reveals he will take only one of the sisters – and he will decide which it will be on the turn of a sixpence.

			Ten years later, Poppy is married with three children. Not a day goes by when she doesn’t think about Rose, but after many years of searching, Poppy has accepted that her sister is lost to her. That is until a letter suddenly arrives, revealing Rose’s fate and breaking Poppy’s heart. Determined to be reunited with her beloved sister, Poppy sets out to bring Rose home.
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			Chapter One
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			Autumn 1909

			‘Poppy, are you awake? I need to tell you a secret,’ Rose whispered.

			Poppy turned on the straw mattress, which was itching her arms and legs. ‘What is it?’ she replied, taking care not to let Nellie hear.

			‘Nellie got another letter today.’

			Poppy reached for her sister’s hand. ‘Where is it?’

			‘I saw her put it in her pocket. It was another big envelope with fancy writing on the front.’

			On the floor beneath them in the barn at the back of the cattle market, Nellie began to snore. Slowly Poppy raised herself off the mattress and peered down to look at her.

			‘She’s fast asleep. We could creep down the ladder and steal the letter from her pocket,’ she said.

			Rose gripped her hand. ‘No. What if she wakes up? Our lives won’t be worth living if she catches us. Anyway, what would we do with it?’

			‘I’d take it to Sid. He can read,’ Poppy said decisively.

			‘Poppy, please don’t do it,’ Rose begged. ‘You’ve been stealing too much lately. Ambrose Trewhitt almost caught you taking stuff from his shop again yesterday.’

			‘How are we supposed to eat if I don’t steal food?’ Poppy lay down again. Her leg began to itch and she scratched her knee. ‘The straw’s full of fleas, they’re biting me,’ she moaned. ‘They never bite you. It’s not fair.’

			‘Shush, Nellie will hear.’

			The sisters lay in silence, still holding hands. Below them, Nellie’s rattling snores were getting louder and stronger. Each time she exhaled, it sounded to Poppy as if the barn roof would blow off. The thought of this made her giggle.

			‘Stop it,’ Rose urged. ‘Don’t wake her. She’ll be furious.’

			Poppy stuffed her hand into her mouth to quell her laughter. She wasn’t as frightened of Nellie as her younger sister was. But she knew that if the woman woke from her precious sleep before she was ready, she would take her anger out on them both. She snuggled down and pulled the coarse, rough blanket up to her chin. It had once been used to cover horses, and stank of farmyard dirt.

			‘I’m scared, Poppy,’ Rose said.

			‘Of Nellie? Don’t be. Leave her to me, I can handle her,’ Poppy said, more assertively than she felt.

			At just ten years old, Poppy was a year older than Rose, and she thought herself very grown up. Their parents had died two years ago, and the sisters had moved into the barn to live with Nellie Harper. They had done a lot of growing up since. They’d also done a lot of crying, trying to come to terms with their lives as unloved, unwanted orphans. Their dad had died at the pit, and three months later, their mam was found drowned on the beach. The talk in the village was that she had thrown herself from the cliffs after her beloved husband passed away, and died suffering a broken heart. More cruel gossip suggested that she’d been bad with her nerves and unstable in her mind, for why else would a mother leave two little girls alone? With no relatives in the village, it was widow woman Nellie Harper who offered to take Poppy and Rose. However, she didn’t do so out of the goodness of her heart. She had her own reasons, and they all involved cold, hard cash.

			Nellie worked as a knocker-upper. It was her job to wake coal miners from their sleep so they’d be at work in time for their shift. She carried a long stick that she tapped against the window until the miner inside called out to let her know he was up. Job done, she moved to the next house, then the next. If any miner didn’t wake at her insistent rapping, she’d throw stones at his bedroom window until he flung it open. No miner was left in bed, for if he was late for work, there’d be no money coming into the house and no food for his bairns. Worse, Nellie’s reputation as a reliable knocker-upper would be at stake, and she wouldn’t get paid.

			She knew how crucial her role was, and she took her work seriously. In the small village of Ryhope, on the north-east coast, she walked the pit lanes day and night to coincide with the miners’ shifts. Sometimes she worked as many as four shifts in the day. When she returned home, ready to settle in her chair for a snooze, it was often time for her to set out again. However, in order for her to get out of bed on time to start work, she needed someone to wake her. This was where Poppy and Rose came in, the only reason Nellie had taken them in after their mam died.

			‘Rose, remember it’s your turn to wake Nellie in the morning,’ Poppy whispered. ‘You mustn’t go to sleep. You’ve got to stay awake and listen for the three bells.’

			The bells were the chimes from St Paul’s church, close to the farm where they lived.

			‘It’s my turn to go to school tomorrow,’ she added sleepily.

			The sisters had to take turns to go to school as they only had one pair of boots between them. The village school had high standards and wouldn’t allow any child inside with bare feet. Attending school on alternate days was better than nothing, but it meant that both girls were far behind when it came to reading and writing. Poppy in particular struggled to learn. Words seemed to change in front of her eyes, and attempting to read confused her.

			As she turned on the straw, she saw her sister’s pretty face lit by moonlight streaming through holes in the roof. She took in Rose’s pale skin and her fluttering eyelids. She wondered if she was asleep and dreaming about something nice. Something from the days before their dad died at the pit, before their mam drowned on the beach and before Nellie Harper came into their lives.

			She sighed, staring up at the slats of rotten wood above her. On bitterly cold days, when Poppy complained about the sleet and snow coming in, Nellie reminded her where she and Rose might have ended up if she hadn’t taken them in. A shiver ran down Poppy’s back when Nellie threatened her like that. She’d heard rumours of dark, forbidding institutions where unwanted orphans were left at the gates, taken in by stern-faced harridans and never seen again. She’d also heard of a house in Ryhope run by a woman called Miss Gilbey, who took in destitute girls. But whenever she’d spotted Miss Gilbey walking by on the street, the woman’s long black skirts and pinched face scared the living daylights out of her.

			Their home with Nellie, such as it was, was at the back of the farm owned by Nellie’s brother, Norman. It had once been a cow barn, before the animals were moved to a different barn that Nellie complained offered better accommodation than the one she lived in with the orphans. And on top of that, she added bitterly, Norman had the effrontery to demand rent for the squalid space, and even charged her for coal for the fire.

			The barn was big and airy, with a ladder leading up to the hayloft where Poppy and Rose slept. Downstairs, where Nellie lived, there was a coal fire against a stone wall and a big stuffed armchair that had seen better days. The chair was where Nellie sat, slept and ate. It was where she barked out instructions to Poppy and Rose as she taught them how to cook what little food she could afford. Poppy boiled cabbages to make soup, or did her best to bake bread whenever Nellie could afford to buy flour. Norman sometimes brought dead chickens and chucked these at Nellie, imploring his sister to feed the orphans, who were all skin and bone. Sometimes he brought turnips and potatoes, and Nellie would command Poppy to make stew. She gave no love to the two girls and showed little kindness. Instead, she treated them as a nuisance to be endured for the sake of waking her up for her work.

			Rose yawned and turned on her side. When her eyes opened, Poppy realised her sister was awake and hadn’t been dreaming at all.

			‘I know it’s my turn to wake Nellie up. I’ll listen for the bells. Go to sleep, Poppy,’ Rose mumbled.

			‘I don’t think I can. I’m worried about Nellie’s letter. I think something’s wrong. You’ve seen the way she’s been lately, acting strange. When I fetched water from the yard for our bath last week, she told me to make sure I washed behind my ears. Then she told me to brush my hair a hundred times before I went to bed.’

			‘A hundred times?’ Rose cried. ‘But she knows you can’t count past twelve.’ Poppy could only count as far as the number of bells she heard chiming from St Paul’s church.

			‘Shush,’ Poppy said, worried about waking Nellie.

			The sisters stiffened in bed, waiting to hear the reassuring noise of Nellie snoring, proof that she was still asleep, before they continued.

			‘Why’s she so bothered about how I look? She’s never taken an interest before. She’s even started checking my head for nits, and that hasn’t happened since she took us in.’

			‘She hasn’t done anything like that to me,’ Rose said.

			‘That’s because you’re so pretty,’ Poppy said. ‘You don’t need anyone to remind you to brush your hair or wash your face. I need a bit more telling.’

			‘You’re pretty too,’ Rose said.

			‘I’m not and you know it.’ Poppy sighed. ‘You don’t have to tell lies.’

			‘I’m not telling lies,’ Rose said with a catch in her voice. ‘I love you, Poppy. You’re the prettiest girl I know.’

			‘You’re prettier than me, Mam always said so. That’s why she called you Rose, because roses were her favourite flowers. You’re delicate and sweet, just like a beautiful rose. Whereas I’m named after poppies, and they grow like weeds. They put down stubborn roots and some people don’t like them. And my hair’s not as nice as yours. Yours is lovely and straight, while mine’s curly and I hate it.’

			‘Dad had curly hair. You must take after him.’

			The girls were silent for a moment, as they always were when talk turned to their parents.

			‘Do you remember Dad?’ Poppy asked eventually.

			‘Sometimes,’ Rose replied sadly. ‘I remember his voice, the way it used to make me feel safe and warm. And I remember the way Mam tucked us into bed at night and kissed us to send us to sleep.’

			Poppy shifted on the straw. ‘Another family lives in the house we used to live in. I sometimes look in through the windows and I see a little boy with his mam. There’s often a pram in the garden by the front door. I hope that family are as happy as we were once.’ She crossed her fingers.

			‘Mam always said you were pretty,’ Rose said sleepily.

			Poppy touched her nose. ‘I’ve got too many freckles. Even Sid says he’s never seen anyone with freckles like mine. Mam used to say that putting mustard paste on your face takes the freckles away. I might try it one day.’

			‘You’ll smell of mustard for ever,’ Rose said. ‘Then Sid won’t want to kiss you.’

			‘Eew . . . who says I want to kiss Sid? I don’t want to kiss anyone, and certainly not a boy.’

			‘Do you really think Sid would read the letter for us if you stole it from Nellie?’ Rose asked.

			‘I’m sure he would,’ Poppy replied. ‘There’s not much he wouldn’t do for me. I’m his best friend. I’m certain something’s up with Nellie. She keeps looking at me really odd when she thinks I don’t see her.’

			‘It does sound strange,’ Rose said. She propped herself up in bed. ‘How many letters do you think she’s received?’

			‘I’ve seen three arrive lately, and if you saw one today, that makes four. Did it have the same writing on the front as the others?’

			Rose nodded in the darkness, then sank back on to the straw. ‘Maybe she’s got a boyfriend and he’s writing her love letters,’ she said.

			‘You’re such a soppy little sister at times,’ Poppy chided. ‘Who’d want smelly Nellie as his sweetheart? No, I don’t think you’re right. I think there’s something else going on. It’s more than a coincidence that her telling me how to dress and wash started when the letters first arrived. I’ve got to find out.’

			‘Be careful. If she knows you’re on to her, she could put us out on the streets, and we’d be sent to the workhouse or to live with Miss Gilbey, that strange woman who takes in unwanted girls. This place is horrible, but it’s all we’ve got.’

			Poppy reached for Rose’s hand again. ‘We’ve got each other. I’ll look after you. First thing tomorrow after Nellie leaves for work, I’m going to find the letter.’
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