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“No, sir, she ain’t dead,” said Emily, fright
catching at her throat.

“Sick, then?”

“No, sir, she ain’t sick, neither,” Emily said.

Jim looked at her in surprise. It seemed to
him that his mother was very sick, and had been
for days.

“Then if she ain’t dead nor sick what’s she
doing down there? Lying under the covers like a
grand lady with nothing to do! Hiding is she?
Counting all her money?” Mr Spink pushed the
children out of the way and lifted up the rag-pile
with his cane.

The children’s mother had her eyes closed,
though the lids fluttered slightly. In the daylight
Jim could see how pale she was. He felt for
Lizzie’s hand.
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“Leave her, sir. She’s tired out, she’s been
working that hard,” Emily said. “She’ll be off out
to work again soon.”

Jim could tell by the way her voice shook how
afraid she was, and how brave she was to talk
back to Mr Spink like that.

“Well, if she’s been working, she can pay her
rent, and we’ll all be happy. Up you get,
woman!” With the silver tip of his stick he lifted
the rags clean away from her.

Lizzie knelt down and helped her mother to
sit up.
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stamping snow off his boots. He swung off his
cape, scattering snowflakes round the room, and
as he shook it into the hearth the white embers
spat.

“I did knock,” Mr Spink barked. “But when
lie-abeds don’t answer then lie-abeds must be
gotup.”

Emily and Lizzie scrambled to their feet at
once. Jim would have crawled under the covers,
but his sisters hauled him up between them. The
children stood in a limp row in front of their
mother.

Mr Spink pushed the damp, yellowy strings of
his hair behind his ears and peered over their
heads at her. His breath came in little wheezing
gasps.

“Is she dead?”
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Chapter Two

THE STICK MAN

They must have slept in the end. The next thing
Jim heard was a stamping of heavy feet on the
stairs and the rapping of a cane on the floor
outside their room.

“The Stick Man!” whispered Emily.

Before the children could sit up the door was
flung open and in strode the owner of the house,




