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For my sisters, Julie, Martina, Josephine, Felicity, Magdalene and the late, much missed and loved, Rosemary. I treasure and love you all with all my heart.





PART ONE



TAKING DIFFERENT PATHS


1902





ONE



Beth ached and her fingers felt stiff with cold as the February air cut its icy path across the field where she and her twin sister Babs were working. They had toiled since first light, clearing weeds so that Roman, who guided his beautiful shire horse, didn’t plough them back into the earth to reseed. Beth hated the work, but Babs seemed to take it in her stride.


At thirteen years of age, they were both tall. Their raven-black hair had been left to grow and fell in ringlets almost to their waist. Their skin had darkened from being exposed to all weathers as Roman and Jasmine took them from county to county in the south of England, finding work where they could, from apple picking in Somerset to what they were doing now in Kent – preparing the ground for the spring planting of wheat.


‘Eeh, Babs, I need a break. Me belly’s giving me pain and I feel as though I’m going to faint.’


‘It’ll be your monthlies. I’ll carry on here. You go and find Jasmine, she’ll give you sommat to ease you.’


‘Aye, she’s sure to have sommat to help me. But by, Babs, at times like this I long for our ma more than owt. You don’t reckon as she’s forgotten us, does you?’


‘Naw, Ma’d never forget us.’


They were quiet for a moment. Babs broke the silence. ‘I can still see her face, Beth. I see it every time I look at you.’


‘Aye, and me in you an’ all.’


‘Well, that stands as a truth seeing as though we’re identical!’


They giggled at this and Beth’s mood lightened as she walked over to where Jasmine was working a little ahead of them.


Jasmine had any number of potions that she concocted from the wild herbs she gathered. She called herself an earth mother, who was in touch with nature and used everything God provided to good purpose.


As Beth came up to her, she was greeted with open arms. ‘Is it that you need my help, my darling? Your skin is pale, and yet your cheeks are too rosy red. You have a fever, no?’


Going into Jasmine’s arms, Beth found the comfort she sought. ‘Not a fever, Mama.’


‘Ahh, the curse of us women. Come, I have a potion that will ease you. Oh, Beth, my darling daughter, if Mama could have your trials for you, I would.’


‘I knaws that, Ma . . . I – I mean, Mama.’ The slip caused Beth a pain of a different kind – one of loss. A picture of her real ma appeared in her mind, mixed with the image of her sister Babs, and her heartache increased with her longing to be with the beloved ma they were stolen from.


They had only been six years old when gypsies, Roman and Jasmine, had taken them and, although they were happy, they still missed their real ma. Some of their memory of her was fading, but they tried to keep it alive by talking to each other about any fleeting recollections that came to them – their ma’s tinkling laugh that lit up her eyes, her kindness and gentleness, and yes, her sadness and her struggle to keep a roof over their head after their da had been killed while working on building the Blackpool Tower.


Memories of their da had faded much more than those of their ma. And yet, when they did speak about him, it was with a warm feeling of love.


Brushing the painful thoughts away, Beth watched Jasmine dig into her satchel that was always slung over her shoulder – a bag that seemed magical to her and Babs as anything you needed Jasmine produced from it.


Roman called out to them, something about how they were getting behind and what was the hold-up.


Jasmine lifted her head and smiled at him. ‘It is that our little Beth isn’t well. I will see to her and then we will be forging ahead. Rest yourself in the meantime, my darling, it will be good for you.’


Roman smiled back. A handsome man, he had the typical good looks of the gypsy men, his dark weather-beaten complexion setting off his deep blue eyes. Jasmine was different. Though of the gypsy clan, she wasn’t of Irish descent as Roman was but from a place across the sea called Romania. Her skin wasn’t turned by the weather but was smooth and a lovely shade of olive brown. She had golden strands in her black hair and soft brown eyes with long lashes. She was beautiful to look at.


But not as beautiful as me real ma.


Beth gasped against the increased hurt this thought caused, but then as she took the nasty-tasting potion that Jasmine offered her, the struggle to keep it down took away all thoughts of yesteryear. But they came to the fore once more when she re-joined Babs.


Babs had never tried to settle in the way that Beth had, and often accused Beth of betraying their ma by accepting how things were instead of fighting them all the time.


‘Has Jasmine sorted you then?’


‘Aye, she’s a miracle worker, but I wish she could make her potions taste better.’


‘Well, you knaw what she says: if it taste’s nasty, it’s good for you.’


They giggled together.


‘I wonder what Ma would have given us to ease us . . . Eeh, Beth, I wish as you’d agree to me plan. We could easily slip out at night and make our way back to Blackpool to find Ma.’


‘Naw, Babs. You knaw that I want to find Ma just as much as you do, but we haven’t a clue how to get back to Blackpool. It’s miles from here. And even if we got there, how would we find Ma? Blackpool’s huge.’


‘I don’t reckon that it’s as huge as we remember it to be. We were only young ’uns but I do remember that everyone knew each other. So, as I see it, we’d only have to ask for Tilly, and anyone would knaw who she is and where she is.’


‘That may be true, but you have to think about how we’ve naw money and we’d not be safe. We’re two young lasses, and we’d be at the mercy of anyone who wanted to do wrong by us.’


‘Jasmine and Roman have money. They keep it in that trunk under their bed with all our clothes. We could take that.’


‘That would be stealing! Besides, how would you get it without them knawing?’


‘You could do it right now. Look, Jasmine’s with Roman again – she allus likes to be by his side. You could go to them and say that you need a lie-down. That would give you an excuse to go back to the wagon. I could keep Jasmine from following you. I’d say as I can’t keep ahead of Roman without you, and then she’d help me, giving you time to get the money and hide it under our pillows in readiness.’


‘Naw. I’m not stealing. And let this be an end to it, Babs. This is our lot. I’ve long accepted it, and if you don’t, you’ll allus be miserable. If we’re meant to get back to Ma, it will happen. Now don’t talk of it anymore, it unsettles me.’


‘So, it’s all right that Jasmine and Roman stole us from our ma, but not for us to steal from them. By, Beth, to say we’re identical . . . That ain’t what we are. Aye, we match each other in looks, but we are chalk and cheese in our nature. Well, nowt’s going to stop me. One day I’m going. With or without you.’


Fear clutched Beth’s heart. She knew that she hadn’t the courage to run away, but didn’t doubt that Babs meant to. How will I bear to be apart from her? ‘Please don’t go. Don’t leave me, Babs, please!’


Babs stomped away from Beth and began to work ten feet in front of her. She didn’t want to hear Beth’s pleas as she knew they were aimed at undoing her resolve. Well, not this time – I’ve had enough!


In the past, Babs had made excuses for her more delicate sister, but as they grew older it seemed to her that Beth only accepted things as they were because the alternative would put her out. Beth liked the simple life and that meant letting things go on as they were, and not fighting to make things right.


Their ma’s words were the reason that Babs hadn’t taken the path that she wanted to take. ‘Look after your sister, Babs. She needs you. You are the strong one.’ Well, I reckon that the best way I can look after Beth is to find Ma and get us all back together.


With this thought, Babs’s resolve deepened and for the first time, she knew that she could, and would, go without Beth.


Lying awake that night, Babs thought about their life with Jasmine and Roman. At first, she and Beth had fought against everything they suggested, feeling in their young minds that to be good and do what was asked of them would somehow mean they were being horrid to their ma. But whenever they became too upset, Jasmine would give them a potion and they would sleep. This broke down their resistance, and they gradually accepted and stopped their tantrums.


Life hadn’t been unhappy for them. It had been hard, as from a young age they’d been expected to work. Sometimes in the fields with Roman, but sometimes going around the houses with Jasmine as she sold her crafts. She made the most beautiful things, such as flowers out of silk that looked real. Especially the tulips. Babs and Beth would help her in this too, as they wound strips of green material around a pipe clip – a fleece-covered length of wire, normally used by the ladies to curl their hair. Jasmine made the stems for her flowers with them. And she’d taught them to stitch in tiny neat lines too, a skill they used to hem the lovely aprons Jasmine told them were called ‘afternoon pinnies’. These had long ties for tying around the waist and had a rounded edge. They weren’t for doing the housework in but for ladies to don when serving tea to friends or to look nice and tidy for when their husbands came home from work. They were made of plain calico and Jasmine embroidered intricate details on them, from flowers to rows of varying sized cross-stitch around the edge, work that Babs loved to watch and tried to copy.


But though these thoughts gave her a nice feeling about life with Jasmine, and though she had to admit that she and Beth were loved and cared for, none of it lessened her longing to be back in Blackpool with her ma. I have to go, I do. Aye, and right now.


As she threw off the covers and quietly pulled back the curtain that surrounded the bed, Babs was stopped by the familiar sound of Roman and Jasmine sighing, moaning and whispering words of love. In this small gypsy caravan, their double bed was only feet away from hers and Beth’s, though the drapes shielding it were of a heavy, thick velvet which gave them some privacy.


Knowing what was happening made Babs cringe with embarrassment, but she distracted herself by dressing quickly and focusing on her plans. At least the noise they were making gave her the comfort of not being heard herself as she took off her nightie and donned her thick knitted stockings, pulling her long calico dress over the underwear she’d kept on to keep her warm – something she often did on cold wintry nights.


When Roman’s moans became more urgent and deepened to a guttural level, which she knew hailed the end of their lovemaking, Babs was at the entrance to the caravan. Putting on her coat, she turned and peered through the half-light at her beloved sister. A tear fell from her eye and wet her cheek. Brushing it away, she quietly unstrapped the canvas curtains and ran down the steps.


The cold night air, and the fear she felt, sent shivers through her body, and yet, filled with the urgency of the moment, she didn’t falter, but bent down and took her boots off the pegs that were driven into the ground to hold them and slipped her bare feet into them, before scrambling around to the side of the caravan and lifting the latch to the larder. The creak resounded in the silence. Babs stiffened, conscious that sometimes when the act was over, Roman got up and went outside to relieve himself. If he did, he would come around to the side of the wagon where she was as it was closer to the hedge.


Crouching as near to the wagon as she could, Babs waited. Nothing happened. Her thumping heart settled a little, giving her courage once more. Hurriedly, she grabbed a newly baked loaf and a lump of cheese from the block Jasmine had bought from the farmer’s wife. Wrapping these in her shawl, she ran for all she was worth.


By the time she reached the road, fear had a firm hold of her as every sound made her jump, even though she was used to each one – an owl hooting, an animal squealing as it fell prey to a predator, and undergrowth alive with moles and hedgehogs ferreting for food.


When she came to a junction, Babs was unsure of which way to go, but remembering that the road to her right led to the sea, she felt sure that was further south, so opted to take the road to her left, hoping that would take her north.
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Shivering, Beth moved closer to where her sister lay, hoping to be warmed by Babs’s body. When after a couple of moves she didn’t meet Babs, she put out her hand. The sheet where Babs should be felt cold to the touch. Beth shot up. Every part of her tuned into the sounds of the night, hoping that one of them would tell her that Babs was paying a visit to the bucket outside. But none did.


As realisation dawned on her, a feeling of dread clawed at her as she felt a strong draught and heard the canvas curtains flapping in the breeze. ‘She’s gone, Babs has gone!’


The sleepy, mumbling voice of Roman asking, ‘What? What is it that troubles you? Is it a nightmare that you are having, Beth?’


‘Naw. Papa . . . Eeh, Papa, Babs has gone!’


A flickering brightness enhanced the shadows of the caravan as Roman emerged carrying a lighted candle. His nightshirt twisted around him, barely covering him. Jasmine followed, looking dishevelled as her hair, usually tied back in a neat bun, hung around her face in a messy mass of tangles. ‘What is it that you are saying, little one?’


‘Babs has gone, she’s run away. She’s gone to find our ma . . . Oh, Mama . . . I can’t be without her, I can’t.’


Jasmine scrambled towards her. Her arms held her close as her own sobs joined Beth’s.


‘No, no, please, no!’


‘What? Gone? Be Jeez, why? For sure, she’ll never make it to Blackpool.’


‘Roman is right. Oh, dear God, is it that she is so unhappy? We love her, we have taken care of her – of you both. Why? Why?’


Beth wanted to scream that nothing they did could ever replace their ma. But all she could do was sob out her despair.


‘I’ll dress and take one of the horses and go after her. It is that she couldn’t have got far. When was it that she left?’


‘I – I don’t knaw, Papa, she – she was beside me when I fell asleep.’


‘Then I will ride north until I find her. Don’t you be worrying, me little darling, I’ll bring your sister home, so I will.’


Jasmine let go of her and went into Roman’s arms. ‘Please bring my baby back to me, darling, please.’


It came to Beth to say that Babs wasn’t their baby and neither was she, and what a terrible thing they had done in taking them from their ma, but all she could do was to sink back down onto the bed and sob her heart out. Oh, Babs, Babs, why did you go? How could you leave me? How?





TWO



Tilly grabbed her shawl from the hook behind the kitchen door and picked up her basket. As she stepped outside, the early spring wind that cut across the south of Ireland’s fells cut into her. Her heart was in her mouth. Today, she had to run the wrath of the hateful women of the village that nestled in the valley.


Not that individually they were hateful, but if a few of them were together, she became the evil British enemy who’d dared to marry one of their men.


The Irish hadn’t forgotten what the British did to them, how they starved while landowners took taxes and rents from them that they could ill afford, nor how they held on to the North, splitting their country in two.


This wrath they felt came down on Tilly’s head in the form of foul language and rotten vegetables being thrown at her. Those still agitating in Northern Ireland, who held their meetings locally, were particularly frightening to Tilly.


How Tommy braved it all, she didn’t know, but he stood steadfast, protecting the farm he’d inherited, and as his wife, she had followed him from her beloved Blackpool to his native land.


Mostly she avoided going into the village, but the shop wouldn’t deliver to her and often refused even to serve her, but she needed flour and salt and there was nowhere else to get it from. She had to run the wrath of the villagers and hope the shopkeeper would let her have what she needed.


Often, she bought these items from England when she visited Blackpool, but it had been six months since she last went. Each time she did, she wished with all her heart that she’d never left, but she loved Tommy and had said that she would be true to the maxim of where he lay his head, she would lay hers.


‘Mammy, it is that I want to come too.’


Tilly smiled down at Ivan as he lay on the floor looking up at her. Now four years old, she thought of him as her little miracle. This was because she was told after she’d given birth to her beautiful twins, Babs and Beth, that she was too damaged to have more children. Well, whatever ailed me must have righted itself, as this lad here is proof of.


She’d not want to take him with her even if he could run when things got nasty, but with his twisted legs, the poor little mite had to be pushed in the special chair that she had made out of cane and that Tommy had fixed a frame and wheels to.


Around the house, Ivan crawled on his hands, pulling his legs along behind him – a truly uplifting sight as determination shone from him. ‘Naw, you’re to stay with your pappy, there’s a good ’un. Mammy won’t be long. Besides, the field has to be ploughed for the potato crop and your pappy cannot do it all on his own.’


Ivan pulled a face. ‘Mammy, not safe on your own.’


Tilly’s heart lurched. Ivan must have heard her and Tommy talking. ‘Eeh, don’t worry, lad. Mammy is fine.’


Sometimes she thought that God had given this son of hers the head of a much older child to compensate for his disability.


When he was born, Tilly had broken her heart at not giving Tommy a son who was strong and whole, who looked just like his father. Even in this last she’d failed as Ivan took after her in looks, with his dark curly hair and dark eyes, which painfully reminded her of her little Babs and Beth, her lost girls. But Tommy had lifted Ivan from his cot and fallen in love with him. ‘Sure, he is me son, Tilly, and I will love and protect him. I’d have him no different. We’ll call him Ivan, as that is a name that is strong, and will be helping him through life.’


Strong was something that Ivan wasn’t. He ailed with everything brought on the breeze. If they had a cold, Ivan had a much worse one, which affected his breathing as it settled on his weak chest. Tilly feared for this adored son.


Tommy appeared at the door and bent and scooped Ivan up. ‘It is that I need you to ride on Norman’s back, son. Sure it is that horse never goes in a straight line without you. Come, let’s get you in your warm coat and put your harness on you.’


Ivan giggled up at Tommy, and Tilly’s heart filled with love for them both. The harness was Tommy’s invention. He’d made it out of an old rein that had hung in the barn for years. Cutting the leather and stitching it so that it would hold Ivan firmly on the back of a horse had taken hours of work every evening. Sometimes Tilly had helped, and her basket-making tools had come in very handy for the job of getting the steel pins through the leather. These then opened and acted as a stud to keep the straps together.


Most of Tilly’s time was spent making baskets. Back in Blackpool she was a senior partner in a shop with her friends, Liz and Molly, who ran the shop on a daily basis and helped to keep it stocked by making smaller items.


It was Tilly, though, who had the real talent. Taught at the knee of an old aunt who’d brought her up, she had skills that enabled her to turn the wicker and cane into many shades of brown and to weave intricate patterns, making beautiful chairs, shopping baskets and boxes. The latter would be turned into sewing boxes once they reached the shop, where Molly would apply her special talent of sewing beautiful silk linings into them, with many pockets to hold needles, pins and threads.


Tommy took all Tilly’s wares to the dock once a month and they were shipped to Liverpool, where Dan, Liz’s husband, and Will, Molly’s husband, picked them up in a horse and cart.


Waving at Ivan and Tommy, Tilly walked towards the village. As she came to the first of the croft houses, she began to feel her nerves tickling her stomach. But all was quiet. Walking on, she grew in confidence.


It was as she reached the village centre that a stone whistled past her head and a woman shouted, ‘Be Jaysus, you’ve a side to you, you English pig!’


‘I’m not wanting naw trouble, I just need some supplies for me family.’


‘Well, you’ll not get them here, so you won’t.’ Tilly turned and saw Mrs O’Flynn standing in her shop doorway, her arms folded over her huge bosom.


‘Please, Mrs O’Flynn. I’ll pay double what the going price is, but I’ve naw flour to bake bread for me lad.’


‘He’s your punishment, so he is, and it’s not for me to see that he’s fed.’


Her desperate need made Tilly suppress the anger that this vile attack on her beloved son evoked in her. ‘I’ve said sorry so many times for the wrong done to you all by me fellow English. What more can I do?’


‘You can be for taking your scabby English presence from our doorstep! You’re like a sore that is rubbed, so you are. A reminder to us of all we and our pappies afore us suffered, and are still suffering, but one day . . . aye, one day we’ll rise up and be for taking back what is rightfully ours.’


Tilly had heard often about this planned uprising, and signs of it were everywhere as gangs of men met in churches and sometimes marched through the streets chanting in Gaelic, a language she didn’t understand. She had been told by Tommy that they were inciting men to join them for when the hour cometh. And it wasn’t just by marching that they showed their hate of the English, as they’d sometimes burn down property that was still owned by the English lords.


Turning back, Tilly held her back straight, showing all the courage she could muster as she strode away from the bigoted shopkeeper and the women who had gathered into a threatening mob.


As she turned the corner and went to pass by the last croft house, the door opened. ‘Tilly, come in here. Be quick so it is that you’re not seen.’


Shocked, Tilly looked at the beckoning woman, afraid for a moment that this might be a trap. ‘Hurry yourself. Aren’t I risking being tarred and feathered by that lot, if caught in the act of helping you?’


Once inside, Tilly waited, her insides shaking, making her feel sick. If a mob was waiting for her inside the croft, she’d not stand a chance.


‘I’m not for meaning any harm to you, Tilly. It is that I don’t agree with how the others carry on towards you. Och, I’ve not been for saying or doing anything about it for years, but I’m sick of their unjust ways, so I am. You couldn’t help what was for happening in the past, nor the goings-on of today, with the high taxes, but they’re not for seeing that. You’re just like us, a farmer’s wife, striving to help your man and feed your family. And God knows, it is that you have to shoulder more than any of us with your wee child.’


Still unsure, but grateful to hear a friendly voice, Tilly swallowed hard. ‘Ta, them words mean a lot to me, Mrs O’Bryan.’


‘Ruby. Call me Ruby, for that’s me God-given name. Now, is it that you need flour? And did I hear right that you’d be willing to pay well for it?’


To Tilly’s questioning glance, Ruby said, ‘Och, I was for being on me way home when I saw what was happening and I heard it all, even though it was that I dodged around the corner.’


‘Aye, I’ll pay a good rate, and for salt an’ all. I’m out of both.’


‘At the shop you’re looking at the price being a halfpenny for both; I’d be asking three farthings for them.’


‘I’ll take what you have, ta.’


‘It is that I have a new bag of flour, but salt, I’ll have to chip some off the block. Have you anything you can be putting it in?’


‘Aye, I brought me salt tin with me.’


As Ruby chipped away at her block of salt, Tilly found her purse and the three farthings she needed. But then decided to give Ruby a penny, as she was taking a big risk, and Tilly knew she wouldn’t be if she wasn’t desperate for money.


When she put the penny on the table next to Ruby, Ruby snatched it up. ‘To be sure, I’m not for having any change, so I’m not.’


‘I’m not wanting any. I’d made me mind up to give you that. I’m really grateful to you, me lad needs his substance, as does me man.’


‘It is for that reason that I am doing this. Poor wee boy.’


Tilly could see Ruby’s hands shaking, and had the urge to hug her for the risk that she was taking. She could be judged as fraternising with the hated English, and be punished for doing so.


‘I’m very grateful to you for helping me like this. Ta ever so much. If I can help you, Ruby, I will.’


‘It is that I can get you what you need, but you must not be telling anyone. Don’t be for asking me directly or speaking to me in the street. I will be for getting a message to you if I have extra that you can buy from me. Now, please see that you are for taking care when you are leaving so as not to be seen. There are those who would punish us, so there is.’


Tilly began to feel even more nervous and wanted to leave. ‘That’ll be plenty of salt, ta, Ruby. If you can scoop it into me tin, I’ll be on me way.’


At the door to the little cottage, Ruby put her head out and looked this way and that. ‘Be on your way. Go quickly, and may God bless you.’


Tilly almost ran down the hill to the farm. Her heart raced. Today she had met one of life’s good people in Ruby, and she prayed that she wouldn’t bring trouble to her door.


Once in her own home, Tilly looked around and saw not an inviting home that she shared with her beloved husband and son, but a prison. One that trapped her where she didn’t want to be.


Feeling hemmed in, Tilly dropped her bag on the floor and ran outside. She didn’t stop running until she got to the bottom field where she could hear the gentle tones of Tommy geeing Norman, his horse, along, and the giggles of Ivan. When they came into view, her fears left her. She smiled at the way Ivan was jiggled back and forth to the rhythm of Norman’s gait.


When Ivan caught sight of her he clapped his hands. ‘Mammy!’


Tommy turned. ‘Me darlin’, what’re you for doing down here? Was everything for going well in the village?’


‘Aye, it was, Tommy. I have me flour and salt, and should be baking bread for your tea, but I wanted to be with you.’


He came over to her and held her to him. He smelt of fresh air, and earth, and the fresh sweat of his labour. Her love for him overwhelmed her.


‘Me lovely Tilly.’ Lowering his voice, Tommy whispered, ‘To be sure, if we were alone, I’d take you down right here in the field, such is the need you put in me when it is that you’re in me arms.’


The words zinged through Tilly, filling her with a hunger belying the fact that he’d made love to her just this morning, taking her to the heights that had satisfied every part of her. For she too wanted him at this very moment in the way he wanted her.


‘Tommy, stop your antics, our son is watching.’ But though she moved his hand from her breast, it wasn’t what she wanted to do.


‘To be sure, one day he’ll know the feeling too, and I hope he does.’


A pain shot through Tilly as often she doubted that Ivan would ever lead a normal life. But she had no time to dwell on the emotion this thought evoked as a piercing scream sliced through the air. They turned as one and looked towards their son. Ivan sat safely on Norman, his face showing the fear that they both felt upon hearing the scream. Tommy ran towards him, but Tilly stood as if turned to stone as her mind tried to process who had made the terrible sound. Was it Ruby? Did someone see me go into, or leave her cottage? God, naw! Don’t let it be Ruby suffering for helping me!


Tommy coming up to her, holding Ivan closely to him, broke her thoughts. ‘Let us get to the safety of our home. Don’t be afraid, Tilly, it is that it is nothing to do with us. Look, Ivan is for being a brave lad, so he is. We’ve to be the same for him.’


But when they turned, they were stopped in their tracks at the sight that met them. Plumes of smoke billowed from the thatched roof of their house. A swishing sound drew their attention. They looked up in horror as many fire bombs zoomed through the air above them. On landing, they exploded into a sheet of raging flames.


‘Naw, naw! Why, Tommy? Our home . . . your home! How could they?’


Tommy didn’t speak. A tear trickled down his cheek, leaving a silvery line through the smudges of dirt put there by his labours. Tilly reached up and wiped the tear with her thumb. Ivan copied her, his bottom lip quivering. ‘Pappy, Pappy.’


‘Don’t be afraid, Ivan. Pappy is sad to see the home he was born in being destroyed by bad men, but we’re not hurt, naw one can hurt us, I promise.’


Tommy held Ivan tighter. ‘Son, it is that there are many bad men here. Me and Mammy will be for taking you to Blackpool in England where we can live in peace. One day, it will be that you can come back to the farm that is rightfully yours.’


Tilly couldn’t help feeling a surge of happiness at this. ‘Really, Tommy? You’re ready to leave? What if they take your land and you never get it back?’


‘For sure it is that they can never take what’s really precious to me, Tilly, you and me little Ivan, but if we stay here, they may try. I’m fearful, so I am. I need to get you to safety. Let’s sit a while till it is as the noise dies down and we know that they are all gone.’


‘We should go into the barn to keep warm, Tommy.’


‘No. What if it is that they plan to burn that too? They must be for having murder in their hearts, for how is it they burn a house when it is likely that you are in it? Come, we’ll go to the top field as from there we can see what is happening.’


As they neared the far gate of the field they were in, they could hear wailing sobs. ‘What’s that, Tommy?’


But even as she asked, Tilly knew it was going to be Ruby. When they turned the corner, there, tied to the gatepost, was Ruby. Hardly recognisable, as her red hair lay in long strands at her feet, and her head, face and body were covered in tar and feathers.


‘Don’t be for coming near me. Go. Go now! Leave. Be for catching the next boat out of this country as they’re baying for the blood of you all.’


‘Oh God, Ruby, I’m sorry. I didn’t believe that this could happen.’


‘It is for being me own fault. I knew the consequences. I’ll be all right, now that I’ve taken me punishment. But you’re not safe. You must be for getting yourselves away.’


‘I’m heartily sorry this has happened to you, Ruby. I’m not knowing what it was you did for me wife, but I thank you. Come, Tilly.’


‘But we can’t leave her like this, Tommy.’


‘We have to. They’ll send someone to her later, when they think it is that she’s suffered enough. We cannot make her sacrifice be worth nothing by getting ourselves killed.’


As they walked away, Tilly felt like she was a traitor and desperately wanted to run back to Ruby and help her.


‘Quickly, Tilly. It is that I dreaded this day and hid a tin with money enough to get us away. It is buried under the tree in the top field. We must get it and make our way to the dock in Dublin.’


Tilly knew the dock well but never had she been to it under such circumstances. Her heart was heavy and her body tired for they’d walked many a mile to get here and only getting a lift on the odd cart or two as they met traders and travellers who were kind enough, or desperate enough for money, to take them a few miles.


‘Well, it is that I must secure our tickets on the next sailing, Tilly. Wait here with Ivan. Poor little chap is in need of our care, and we’re unable to give it.’


Tilly knew what Tommy meant. Ivan was cold and hungry. But for all that, he was cheerful. It was as if he knew not to add to their troubles and slept most of the time but had a smile on his face during his waking hours.


When Tommy returned, he told her that they couldn’t travel until the next day. ‘It is that we’ll go into the city and find a boarding house.’


‘It is so late, Tommy, I won’t find a shop open to buy something for Ivan. He needs clean nappies and food.’


‘I know the way of it.’ For a moment, Tommy was quiet. When he spoke, he had a solution. ‘We’ll go to the nuns, so we will. Me family has supported them this many a year, giving donations to their cause and gifts of food to grace their table. Sure it is that we will find help there.’


The nuns were as kind as Tommy had said they would be and soon, Ivan was bathed, fed and clad in the clean linen that the nuns had provided. They were offered a bed for the night too, but Tommy wanted them to be near to the dock, so they said their goodbyes and hailed a cab. Never had Tilly seen a cab in Ireland before, but Dublin boasted many of them.


The gentle rhythm of the horse’s hooves as the cab took them to a boarding house lulled her to sleep – a fitful sleep that had her waking up with a start at the sound of the cab driver calling out that they had reached their destination.


In the morning they woke to a busy city with an air of joviality about it as folk called out to one another in their Irish lilt. Market stalls were being erected along the banks of the Liffey – the river that seemed to cut Dublin in two as it wiled its way through the streets to the sea.


In awe of the tall buildings built in a light-coloured stone that they passed, as the cab taking them to the docks jolted their bodies, Tilly didn’t speak much and neither did Tommy. Ivan, still sleepy, snuggled into her. When they reached the docks, the sights and smells changed. The biting wind carried a tinge of saltiness and hung with the stench of fish and the folk, of which there were many, bustled about. Some in their quest to board the boat, others working, mending nets or loading cargo.


When they docked in Liverpool, after a choppy crossing that made her feel queasy but had Ivan giggling – especially when his pappy told him that it was a sailor that he was destined to be – Tilly felt a sense of happiness settle in her. Soon she would be home. Really home, not just paying a visit.


The shop she owned had a flat above it where she stayed when in Blackpool on business. It wasn’t ideal but would do for her, Tommy and Ivan until they could sort out something that was more suitable.


Tommy was very quiet as they boarded the train to take them to Blackpool, as he had been from the moment that they’d left the nuns.


When they sat in the carriage and the countryside whizzed by, she asked him if he was all right.


‘It is that I am feeling I’ll never be for being right again, Tilly. That me own countrymen could do that to me . . . But I’m trying to come to terms with it and will do all I can to settle.’


‘Ta, Tommy. It will be hard, I knaw, but if you try, you might succeed. Blackpool will welcome you. It’s a town that welcomes everyone, and you’ll soon feel at home and be able to live without fear.’


‘I know, me lovely Tilly. And we’ll all be together, that’s all that matters. Me, you and our little Ivan. Nothing can be hurting us now.’


Tilly smiled as she looked at Ivan, lying with his head on her knee. She stroked his curls, watching them spring back as she gently smoothed them, but then she shuddered as if someone had brushed her back with a feather. Shaking the feeling and the thought that had come with it that one day, they would suffer a hurt too deep to bear, she took Ivan in her arms and held him close to her. I’ll not let owt happen to you, me lovely son. I promise.





THREE



As the day dawned, Babs thought that she must have been walking for at least nine hours with very few stops. The low winter sun could hardly break through the heavy cloud. Feeling very tired, cold and afraid, she stopped next to a milestone and peered at the inscription: London 18 miles. Her spirits sank as a memory sent her back to her infant school in Blackpool and a classroom full of children excited to learn about the Queen. The teacher’s voice came to her, telling them that the Queen’s name was Victoria and she lived in London. One girl had asked if they could go to London to see the Queen one day. The teacher had smiled and said, ‘London is a very long way. It would take a week by coach to get there.’


Sinking to the ground, Babs filled with despair as she realised that to walk that distance would take many weeks. It was a hopeless task.


Her feet and legs hurt. She had to rest.


Despite the dampness of the early morning fog, and the heavy dew, Babs sat down and curled herself into a ball, tucked her knees high under her chin and closed her eyes.


She ached to reach out and for Beth to be there to cuddle up to. What have I done? A tear trickled down her cheek. Loneliness engulfed her. But turning back wasn’t something she could do. I have to go on. I have to find Ma.


Her thoughts went to the cosiness of the caravan. By now Jasmine and Roman would be stirring. They would know that she was missing. Will Roman come after me? Part of her wished with all her heart that he would, but still the spirit that had got her this far hadn’t dimmed and she dismissed the longing. Instead she concentrated on remembering what she had set out to find.


Ma’s face swam before her and an overwhelming love soared through her.


With the feeling came a new determination. Getting to her feet, Babs wiped her face on her sleeve and set off again. Wherever she looked there were endless fields dotted with hop driers – pointed buildings with the funny name of oasts. Sighing, she knew she hadn’t yet left the county of Kent.


A sound in the distance made her stop her progress. She listened. The sound was distinctive now – horses’ hooves galloping and coming nearer. This gave Babs hope, but this hope was mixed with fear. What if it was Roman? Just thinking it might be made her mind up. Crouching down, she rolled over, allowing herself to fall into a ditch. Water seeped over the top of her boots as she sunk into the soft surface, unleashing a stinking smell that made her want to heave.


But still, she didn’t want to be seen.


The sound of the horse grew louder. Babs knew it was very near now. Keeping her head down, she prayed the rider hadn’t seen her before she’d hidden in the ditch. But as it slowed and came to a halt, she knew that he had.


‘Who’s there? Why are you hiding? Come out.’


It wasn’t Roman. The voice was very posh. Keeping still and quiet, Babs prayed the man would go away. ‘Hey, what are you doing?’ The voice was above her now. When she looked up the face peering down at her didn’t look unfriendly, nor did he look angry.


‘My dear girl, why are you down there? You’re soaking wet. Climb out at once. Here, give me your hand.’


Once she was out, Babs could see that the person she had thought was a man was a boy not much older than herself. ‘Eeh, you had me worried then, you speak with a funny tone. I thought you were a magistrate or sommat.’


‘Ha, me? I have a funny tone? You’re from the North, aren’t you? I know that accent. Whereabouts exactly?’


He didn’t say how he recognised her speech, nor did he make fun of her, or treat her differently because of it. Babs liked him and felt comfortable enough to tell him her business. ‘I’m from Blackpool, and that’s where I’m headed. Have you an idea which way it is?’


‘I know that it is a long way from here. My parents go there on occasion. Meant to make Mama better. She has a perpetual cough. But it takes them days to get there, and Papa has a good team. But you’re walking . . . You’re running away from somewhere, aren’t you? The poor house, is it?’


‘Naw, I’m not! I’m just lost, that’s all.’


‘Well, I’d take you home with me, but you stink. What are you going to do?’


‘Walk. I’ll get there sometime, I will.’


‘Well, I must away. There’s a farm just over yonder. One of the only ones around here that’s not tenanted to my papa, but I happen to know the farmer needs to take someone on. Why not make for there and try your luck? You might be able to save what you earn to take a train part of the way.’


‘Ta, I will.’


With this, the boy mounted his horse, touched his cap and galloped away, leaving Babs feeling strangely bereft as despite what he’d said about her stinking, her heart had fluttered when she’d looked into his eyes. A strange feeling, but one she knew she would never forget.


Through the dimness of the approaching dawn, Babs could see the lights of the farmhouse in the distance. The sight renewed her strength and gave her the momentum to venture further.


When she was near, the smell of cow dung vied with the smell of damp hay. There was no one about and the light she’d seen was coming from an upstairs window. Everywhere looked uncared for. A plough stood in one corner of the farmyard, rusting away and with a growth of weeds around it that told of it not having been used for a long time. The stables to her left held no horses, and the smell coming from them suggested that fresh hay hadn’t been laid for a long time.


Babs thought to seek some warmth in the barn to her left until she heard anyone about who she could ask for work.


She followed the cobbled path that led to the barn. Everywhere was clothed in shadows. Once inside, she saw a pile of sacks; picking one off the top caused a cloud of dust to rise which made her cough. Shaking it, she used it to dry her legs, then seeing a wooden ladder leading to the loft, she climbed up, hoping to find a place to rest. Once up there she was relieved to find sweet-smelling hay and to feel the warmth of this enclosed space. Stripping off her boots, she turned them upside down to dry, then took off her coat. The hem of her frock was wet, so she turned it up then settled down to rest.


A rough hand shook Babs awake. ‘What the blazes does you think you’re doing, eh?’


Babs squinted through the beam of sunlight that filtered through the skylight above her. ‘I didn’t mean naw harm, mister, I were just resting meself.’


‘Where’ve you come from? You sound Northern, and yet look like a gypsy.’


‘I – I’m looking for work, I’m on me travels to Blackpool. I want to get to me ma.’


‘Blackpool, you say? That’s a few days’ ride from here. And you’re walking? I can’t see you ever making it to Blackpool. Let me look at you in the light.’


Dragging Babs over the floor until she was under the skylight, the man peered down at her. Babs could see he was unshaven, and she could smell his stale body odour. As he stared at her, his very cross expression gave way to a smile that showed his yellowing teeth. ‘You’re a pretty young thing. I might take advantage of you landing in me barn. It’s been a good while since I laid with a woman.’


Fear zinged through Babs. ‘Naw, let me go! Don’t touch me.’


‘Touch you? I’ll do more than touch you.’


Spit came from his mouth as he said this in a different voice to the one he’d used when he’d found her. Babs knew the tone. How often she’d heard it from Roman as he’d looked at Jasmine in a certain way and suggested it was time that they turned in. Not long after, she would hear them making love. But this dirty-looking man wasn’t talking of making love, he was wanting what Jasmine told them they should be careful of. It had been when they had started their bleeding. ‘It is that the men will lust after you, my beautiful girls. But we won’t take you to the grabbings. Not ever.’


The grabbings, she knew, was a gypsy tradition. She’d been at fairs when it had taken place and thought it barbaric as young men looking for a bride grabbed the girl that he fancied and kissed her. If he managed that – and sometimes he’d beat the girl to accomplish it – then she had to marry him.


Jasmine had gone on to tell them what she’d called a story of the birds and the bees and had said that men did that to women to make babies, but even if not for that reason, just because they had an urge in them to do it that they couldn’t deny.


‘I’ll scream if you touch me and bring the farmer to you!’


‘I am the farmer.’ With this he pushed Babs till she was lying down. ‘Now, take off your clothes, and let me watch you.’


‘Naw, I won’t! I don’t want to! Leave me alone!’ With this she kicked out at him.


Pain shot through her head as the man grabbed a handful of her hair. Her gasp disappeared beneath the sound of his curses. ‘You bloody swine! You’ll fucking do as I say, but I’m not one to fight for what I need, I’d rather pay.’


Holding her so that she could hardly move, his voice softened once more. ‘I’ll pay you good, girl, and I’ll feed you, and yes, take you on and set you to work for me. You’ll be set for life. How does that sound, eh?’


Babs’s fear screamed from her as she forced his hold to loosen and sat up. ‘Naw! Naw! I just want to leave here.’


The blow sent her reeling back. The weight of him crushed her. His hand was up her skirt, his stinking breath gasped over her face, his spittle dropped onto her cheeks. Babs retched. ‘Leave me, please, please, leave me alone!’


But the man wasn’t going to give up. She felt him fumbling, while his full body weight was on her. Babs thought that she would die if she couldn’t take a breath soon. But then a pain shot through her and she knew he was doing that thing to her.


Babs freed her arms from his grip and gouged at his eyes. He hit her again, but the blow that he gave her didn’t stop her. However, when he grabbed her hair and banged her head on the ground, she weakened.


His shape above her became hazy; his movements meant nothing to her now, nor the sound of his deep guttural moans. As the light beaming on her began to shimmer and then fade, a darkness descended and took her into its depth.


Two days had passed since Babs had come to. She’d been horrified to find that she was bound to the main beam of the barn.


As she awoke now, she pulled herself to a sitting position. She gave her arm a tug against the restrictions of the chain that held her, feeling the soreness caused by the fruitless action as she peered through the darkness. The only light she’d seen since being awoken by the man she called the ‘Brute’ was when the sun beamed through the skylight. By this happening, she’d counted the days from when she’d come to after she had fainted. When it shone again, it would mark her third day in this hayloft.


Fear vied with her hunger, as Babs felt her stomach gnaw and protest at not being fed since her first day when she’d eaten the bread and cheese just before finding this barn. The Brute had only given her a jug of water, and that was now gone.


Her limbs were stiff and painful. In her despair she called out in her mind for her ma, for Beth, and yes, for Jasmine and Roman. Her eyes were sore and swollen from crying. Her nose was blocked. Lying back down, Babs begged of God to help her and willed the sun to come as its warming rays would give her a little comfort.





FOUR



On the morning of the third day after Roman left, he returned alone. ‘It is that I have ridden further than Babs could have possibly walked, but I was for not finding her. I asked of strangers, but no one has seen her. I’m sorry, me little darling, but I daren’t stay away any longer, as it is that we will get behind with our work and then the farmer won’t pay us.’


‘No, no, I can’t bear it! Why? It is that we treated her well. Oh, Babs.’


‘If it was in her to leave, we were never going to hold her. We’ve not done anything other than love her. If that wasn’t for being enough, then that is how it must be. We are still for having our beautiful Beth. We are to help her through her loss and be taking care of her now.’


Beth didn’t react, though she wanted to. Something inside her had died. She knew that she could never have left Babs, and this thought made part of her feel cross and want to slap Babs for doing what she had. But mostly she felt a deep sense of grief and shock. It can’t be possible that I will never see Babs again. She’ll come back, I knaw she will. And maybe . . . Maybe she will have Ma with her.


At this thought, Beth felt some of the coldness that had clawed at her insides release its hold on her and a tiny bit of hope took its place. Always seeing some good in every situation was a trait she’d had since birth. But so was her reliance on Babs. They were each one half of a whole and without her sister, she didn’t think she could ever be happy again.


Babs didn’t know how long she’d slept, but the longed-for sun was now beaming down on her again. Lying still, she listened. Voices! She wasn’t mistaken, she could hear voices, she was sure of it. Hope entered her. She tried to call out, but only managed a croaking sound that rasped her dry, sore throat. The voices became louder. It sounded as though an argument was going on. Straining to listen, Babs heard a man shouting. ‘I tell you, I’ll not wait much longer. I want my money. I want what is rightfully mine, Cecil.’


‘You’ve got no rights. You’ve never lifted a finger to help on the farm, while I’ve toiled away at it trying to make something of it.’


‘Toiled? Toiled? The place has gone to rack and ruin, man. There’s not a barn that’s in good order, nor a field that’s ploughed. The cattle herd has all gone. You’ve brought the place to its knees.’


‘And you haven’t, eh? Swanning off to your learning and leaving it all to me to do. Mother and Father must be turning in their grave.’


‘They would if I had left college, when they worked hard to put me there. You said you’d manage with the help of Bob. You did for a long time while Dad wasn’t able to work. Why not now? I always said you were a lazy bugger. Well, it’s going to stop. I’m putting my half up for sale, and I’ll help you to find somewhere to live nearer to me where I can keep an eye on you. I’m haunted by what might be happening to you, now that you haven’t got Bob. At least he used to let me know now and again that you were all right or if you needed something. Now, I’m forever having to come out here and I haven’t got the time.’


‘Of course I’m all right. And you can’t force me to move. Look, come up to the house and let’s talk. Things have changed. The cattle got sick and had to be slaughtered and I had to let Bob go – he was passed retiring age anyway. I’ve tried. I really have, but it’s beating me.’


Fear that they would walk away spurred Babs on and despite her sore throat, she forced out a sound that was more like a moan than the scream she wanted to give.


‘What was that?’


‘What?’


‘That sound. It came from the loft.’


‘Well, there’s nothing there that can make a sound, it must have been the beams creaking. The whole barn’s ready to collapse if you ask me. Look, John, I need more capital. You have to countersign for the release of some of the trust to me. I’ll make things right with that, I promise, and then you’ll get all that’s due to you.’


‘No . . . listen, there it was again. There’s someone in your loft, man!’


Hope soared inside Babs, giving her the strength to call out for a third time. At last, though she could hear the Brute protesting, the hatch opened and a head and shoulders appeared. ‘Is there anyone there?’


‘Aye . . . over here. Help me.’


‘What the blazes! Christ! Cecil, there’s a . . .’ The man began to rock violently. ‘Stop! What do you think you are doing? I’ll fall, Cecil! For God’s sake, man.’


Babs watched with mounting terror as the man tried desperately to find a hold. When his hand finally clutched part of the chain hanging from the beam, a relief swept over Babs. She watched his face bulge and redden with the extreme effort it took for him to pull himself into the loft. ‘You bloody idiot, Cecil. You don’t change, do you? You could have killed me!’


‘You shouldn’t meddle in what doesn’t concern you.’


‘My God! You’ve got a girl up here . . . What . . . Christ! What’s going on, man?’


Babs was shocked to hear a loud sob, followed by crying that was akin to wailing. ‘I was lonely. I didn’t mean to. She came looking for money and shelter, and I made her pay for it, that’s all. You won’t do anything about it, will you, John?’ The crying became louder. John ignored it.


‘Who are you? Are you hurt? Oh my God, you’re chained! Cecil, you’re mad! What have you done, man?’


The Brute didn’t answer, but his crying became louder as the man approached Babs. ‘Don’t be afraid. What’s your name?’


‘B – Babs.’


‘You’re safe now, Babs. I’ll get help for you. I’m sorry. I – I . . . my brother, he, well, he suffers with mental problems. I’ll release you.’ Turning, he shouted for Cecil. ‘Where is the key to this padlock? Tell me now!’


As the Brute’s sobs turned to screams, John told her to try not to be afraid, that he would be back for her. With this, he crossed back over to the ladder and started to descend. Babs wanted to ask him not to leave her, but she could only watch as he disappeared. Her body began to shiver. The Brute now sounded like the madman his brother had said he was.


To think these two men were brothers didn’t fit at all. The Brute was rough-shaven and dirty, with yellowing teeth; his skin was swarthy, and his hands marked by rough callouses and filthy nails. The only thing the men had in common was their fair hair and blue eyes. John was clean and smart. Babs thought he looked like a doctor or something, with his white collar and dark suit. His face was clean-shaven, and his smile revealed lovely even white teeth.


John’s voice – what she’d call a posh voice – drifted up to her. ‘Cecil, Cecil, calm down. It’s all right. I’ll sort this. Just stop crying. Have you taken your pills? Cecil, please. Try to get a hold of yourself, man.’


Cecil’s crying slowed, and gradually died to a moan. ‘Help me, John. I’ve done something very bad. I’ve been a very naughty boy again. You shouldn’t have left me, John.’


‘I had to. You were . . . well, you were managing. I’m no farmer, Cecil. You know that. I have to follow my calling. Now, let’s get you inside the house, and then you can tell me where the key is, and I’ll free the girl and take care of her.’


‘I’ve been a bad boy, John. They’ll put me away again. I don’t want to go away to that place. Don’t let them take me, John. Please!’


‘It’s me that’s been bad. I should never have left you. I should have cared for you and given up on my dream. Anyway. We’ll sort everything, I promise. Now, come on. Come into the house.’


Babs heard no more protests. All went silent. The fear that had given way to hope returned once more. She tried to think what she would do if it was Beth who was ill and had done something terrible. Would John try to save his brother? Would he help her? A fresh tear fell on her cheek for she knew if it was her and Beth, she’d do everything she could to save her sister. Oh, Beth, I wish I’d never left you. A pain of loss struck Babs’s heart, making her bow her head and bend her body forward with the weight of her distress.


It wasn’t long before she heard someone in the barn below her, and then John called out and some of Babs’s fear lifted. His voice didn’t sound as though he was going to do other than help her. ‘Don’t worry, it’s only me. I have the key. I’m coming up to free you.’


To Babs, John looked like a god when his head appeared through the hatch and the sun caught the highlights in his fair hair.


‘Don’t be afraid, everything will be all right.’


She could only stare up at him as he stood in front of her. She didn’t know how anything could ever be all right again, not now she’d had that thing done to her.


Her arm cried out against being released as the pain of movement fought against the stiffness that had settled in it.


‘Let me rub it for you, it will bring the blood back into it. How long have you been here . . . No, don’t be afraid. I – I . . . Oh God, Cecil hasn’t . . . Has Cecil done things to you?’


Babs had cringed away from him at the word ‘rub’; now she nodded to his question.


‘No! Dear God, no!’


‘Help . . . me. I – I want to go to me ma.’


‘I’ll help you. Come on, try to stand.’ When she couldn’t, he lifted her. ‘It’s barbaric what has happened to you. I’m so sorry. Let’s get you down and clean you up. Then you can tell me why you’re here, and how you got here. I can guess what has happened to you, and I’m so sorry. My brother, well, he’s not well in his mind. He can go for a long time acting normally, but then has a kind of breakdown, when he doesn’t know what he’s doing, only that he wants to do it. I’m dreadfully sorry.’


Feeling safe, Babs snuggled into him, desperate for some kindness and loving contact from anyone, and he was showing her that. These last days, she’d grown up in a way that she hadn’t wanted to, but now she felt like the young girl that she was. Her sobs were those of a child.


When they reached the house, Cecil was nowhere to be seen and she didn’t ask where he was. John sat her on a kitchen chair. All around her was messy and dirty. The table was piled high with magazines and all manner of discarded, dirty plates, with half-eaten food with mould growing on it, and mugs with tea that had formed a skin. A loaf that looked like a stone was to the side of her, and this too was mottled with dark blue mould.


A stale smell clogged her nose, and as she glanced around, the same chaos and filth was everywhere. The stone floor was matted with mud, and the stove looked as though it hadn’t been blackened for a long time. Remnants of food having boiled over stained its doors. The sink and draining board were piled high with dirty pots, and the dresser was sagging under the weight of everything imaginable that had been dumped on it, from a horse’s harness to an old horseshoe and a host of tools. But despite it all, to Babs it felt like a home. This was the first time she’d stepped inside a kitchen since she’d been six years old and she’d heard the sound that haunted her dreams – the front door of the home she and Beth had shared with their ma clicking shut behind them.
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