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One



Sheffield, September 1892


‘Get out of this house and don’t you dare show your face here ever again.’


Tears streamed down Mary Ellen’s cheeks as her father shook his fist in her face. She stood before him, broken and shamed, waiting for a sharp slap, but the blow never came. He had never, in all her seventeen years, struck Mary Ellen. His wife, Edith, and even Flora, his eldest daughter, had felt the back of Patrick Halliday’s hand more than once. But Mary Ellen had always been his favourite. Until this moment.


‘You can go to him,’ he spat. ‘Whoever he is, seeing as you won’t even tell us who the father of your bastard is.’ He paused and added bitterly, ‘I would never have thought it of you, Mary Ellen, but when I heard you retching into the chamber pot in your bedroom early one morning, I knew. It was just like your mother was when she was expecting.’


The tears flowed faster as Mary Ellen whispered plaintively, ‘Mam . . .?’


But there was no help to be had from Edith. She had been controlled and cowed since the day of her marriage to Patrick. Her parents had known he was hardworking and they’d believed he would care for Edith and whatever family they might have.


‘You’d do well to take him,’ her mother had said. ‘You’re not exactly the prettiest girl in the street, now, are you? You might never get another offer.’


In Edith’s world, it was all a girl in her position could hope for: to be married and to devote her life to caring for her husband and family. What neither she nor her parents realized then was that Patrick was a quick-tempered bully.


The first time Edith appeared at her old home with a bruise on the side of her face, her mother had been shocked. ‘I never would have believed that of him. He’s not the man I thought he was.’


An only child, Edith had been born and brought up in a two-up-two-down terraced house, in a street south-west of Sheffield town centre. Her father worked at a local cutlery factory and it had been there that he’d met Patrick Halliday and invited him home to tea.


‘He’s an enterprising young man,’ he’d told his wife and daughter. ‘He’ll go far. Rumour is that the boss has got his eye on him to be a foreman even though he’s only young. He’s a hard worker, I’ll give him that. Our Edith could do worse.’


And so Edith had accepted Patrick’s proposal and they’d settled into the terraced house where he’d been born and had lived on his own since the death of both his parents. It was situated in the next street to where her parents lived but a world away from the life she had known with them. The front door opened from the street directly into a narrow hallway with doors to both the front parlour and the kitchen on the left, while the staircase was directly ahead. The parlour was hardly ever used. It was the best room, with just a few ornaments which had belonged to Patrick’s mother in a china cabinet and on the mantelpiece. They were his treasured possessions and Edith’s hands shook whenever she dusted them. The kitchen was where the family lived day to day and contained the range where Edith did all the cooking. A small scullery had been built onto the back of the house and, across the backyard, was the privy and a wash house with a copper in one corner.


Although it was a friendly street, with the neighbours watching out for each other through good times and bad, Edith had not been able to make close friends with anyone; Patrick would not allow it. Even the two sisters, Flora and Mary Ellen, had never been allowed to play out in the street, at least not when their father was around. By the time he was due home, they were both washed and dressed in their prettiest dresses or playing quietly together in their bedroom upstairs.


Edith had worked hard all her life to keep her home neat and tidy and as clean as was possible in a town where factory chimneys belched smoke all day long. A hot meal was always on the table for Patrick when he came home after a long day at the cutlery factory. He was the master in the house and no one was ever allowed to forget it. From the day she first crossed the threshold, her days became one long, endless life of drudgery and fear. Everything had to be kept just as his mother had left it when she’d died and everything must be done the way she had done it. The only joy Edith knew were the births of her two daughters. But even in this, Patrick complained. ‘You’re useless, woman. You can’t even give me a son to be proud of.’


Although Patrick demanded his ‘rights’ almost every night, there were no more children. Patrick took little notice of Flora, their first born, still no doubt hoping that the next one would be a son. But when Mary Ellen was born two years later, he looked down at her and was enchanted. All thoughts of a boy were forgotten in that moment. The baby, even then, reminded him of his mother; the only woman he had ever truly loved and respected. ‘She’s to be called Mary Ellen,’ he’d decreed. ‘After my mam. The finest woman who ever drew breath.’


As the two girls had grown, Edith loved them both equally, but Patrick’s attention was wholly on Mary Ellen. She was a pretty little girl with golden curls, blue eyes and a sunny smile. Flora promised to be a handsome woman rather than a great beauty. She had even features with a firm jawline, dark brown hair and brown eyes. But there was determination in her face. And it seemed she was going to need all the strength of character she could muster right now.


She moved forward and stood beside her sister. She lifted her chin and faced their father. The years had not been kind to Patrick Halliday. He was thin and already round-shouldered, even though he was only forty-one. His features were sharp, his eyes beady and filled with bitterness. Once, he had been strong and upright, but his muscular strength had wasted through years of being a foreman. He had not needed to do physical labour for some years. He was not well-liked among his work mates and the only people he mixed with outside work and his home were the bar staff at the local pub, which he frequented most nights except Sunday.


‘And do you know why she’s in the family way?’ Flora said bravely.


Patrick’s mouth twisted. ‘Because she’s a dirty little trollop who’s let some – some tom cat have his way with her.’


‘No, Father, that’s not the reason. The truth is, she’s never been taught the facts of life. Neither of us have. She wouldn’t have known what he was doing. She certainly didn’t understand what the result would be. I doubt she even knew she was pregnant until now.’


Patrick’s mouth curled. ‘Don’t try to tell me that. Yer mam must have told you. You did, didn’t you, Edith?’


Edith was thin with her brown hair drawn back into an unbecoming bun. It was dull and lifeless, with none of the sheen that had been there in her younger days. There were even flecks of grey already. Her skin was sallow; she only ever went out into the backyard to hang out the washing or to the shops once a week. Her once warm brown eyes were now frightened and wary. As her husband snapped his question at her, Edith dropped her head and turned away and Patrick had his answer. He turned back to Flora. ‘So how come you’re so clever, miss? Who taught you? Some feller showed you an’ all, did he?’


‘No, I learned from the girls at school. I only wish I’d told Mary Ellen. I’m sorry now that I didn’t.’


‘Not half as sorry as she’ll be. She’s out. She’s to pack her things and go. I won’t have shame brought to my door. I’ll be a laughing stock among the fellers at work. I’ll never be able to hold my head up again if they find out. I’m their foreman. I’ve got to have their respect.’


It was all about him and his reputation, never about his wife and daughters. But Flora stood her ground as she said quietly, ‘If she goes, then I go too.’


Still Edith said nothing. She sank into a chair by the range and covered her face with her hands.


‘Go, then.’ Patrick shook his fist in Flora’s face. ‘But don’t think that you’ll be missed, because you won’t be.’


Patrick slammed out of the house, the back door shuddering on its hinges.


Mary Ellen broke into fresh sobs and buried her face against her sister’s shoulder. ‘Oh Flora, don’t do that. What will Mam do without you? He’ll be so unkind to her.’


Edith lifted her head, her face creased with sorrow. ‘You go with her, Flora. I want you to. None of this is your fault. Either of you. I’ve brought it all on myself. I should never have listened to my parents.’ She stood up, moved towards her daughters and put her arms around them. ‘You have both brought me the only real love and joy I’ve ever known. Even my childhood wasn’t exactly happy. My parents were strict and never showed me any affection.’ She sighed. ‘If they ever had any. I was expected to do as I was told, even to the choice of the man I married. How I wish I’d had half your strength, Flora, and stood up to them. But it’s all too late now. My life is not going to change, but yours can. So go together and take care of each other, that’s all I ask.’


The three women stood together, their arms around one another.


‘But are you going to be all right, Mam?’ Flora said. ‘Like Mary Ellen says, he’ll be so cruel to you.’


‘As long as I know you’re both safe, I can cope. You must write to me if you possibly can. Now, I have a little money I’ve squirrelled away over the years. You must take it.’


The sisters packed their few belongings into a carpet bag and were gone by the time Patrick came back late that night. Edith had no idea where he’d been, for it was a Sunday evening and the pub was closed. But she didn’t dare ask.


As the two young women climbed the hill leading out of the town towards the Derbyshire countryside, Mary Ellen gasped as she struggled to keep up with her sister’s long strides. ‘What about your Bert? Shouldn’t you tell him?’


A lump rose in Flora’s throat as she thought of the young man she’d been walking out with for the last three months. Only Mary Ellen knew about the romance; Flora had thought it best to keep it a secret from both her parents. At least, for now. Bert worked in the same factory as their father, but in the purchasing department. He was an office worker and wore a smart suit, a white collar and a neat tie to work. He lived with his widowed mother, Agnes, in a terraced house a few streets away.


‘We’ve got a tiny frontage,’ Bert had told her with a laugh, ‘but you can hardly call it a garden. No grass, just paving slabs. Ma likes to grow flowers in pots and in a window box.’


The house was slightly larger than where the Hallidays lived. It had three bedrooms, though the third was scarcely bigger than a box room, and it also boasted a small cellar. Flora had yet to meet Agnes but already she liked the sound of Bert’s mother. She was an outgoing, generous woman who only wanted her son to find the right girl and settle down. Since Bert’s father had died relatively young after a nasty accident at work, her whole focus had been on her son but she was not a jealous or possessive mother. All she wanted was his happiness and he, in turn, would always take care of her. It was too early in their relationship to talk of marriage, but Flora knew instinctively that Agnes would always be part of their lives if they did marry.


‘I’ll write to him when we get settled somewhere,’ Flora said now to her sister. She didn’t voice her concerns to Mary Ellen but she wondered how both Bert and his mother might react to the news that Flora’s sister was to have an illegitimate child. Perhaps the blossoming romance would be over before it had hardly begun.


‘But where? Where are we going?’ Mary Ellen’s anxious voice broke into her thoughts.


Flora’s footsteps slowed. Taking Abbeydale Road and the Baslow Road, they’d walked for several hours late into the night – or even early morning – Flora didn’t know which. They’d reached the edge of the town and now only the open countryside lay before them in the darkness. It was daunting to two young girls who’d only known town life with its rows of houses, any one of which would help them if they knocked on the door. But the open fields and winding roads were alien to them.


‘Come on, Mary Ellen. We’ll find somewhere to sleep tonight. Thank goodness the weather’s still warm. A hayloft will do nicely and then, tomorrow, I’ll find work. We’ll be all right. I promise. Come on. Best foot forward.’










Two



After dealing them a cruel blow, Fate now seemed to be trying to help. They found a farmer’s barn at the edge of a field and snuggled into the hayloft for the night. They left early the following morning before they might be discovered. They’d walked some distance by the time the sun was up and still there was no sign of a village or a small shop. They’d been walking for a couple of hours and already Mary Ellen was tired.


‘Oh, do let’s rest, Flora. My feet hurt.’


‘Just for a while, then.’


They sat down on the grass verge and turned their faces to the warm September sun. Mary Ellen lay down and was soon asleep, but Flora could not rest; she was too worried. Whatever were they to do? Where could they go? She hadn’t heard of many places in Derbyshire though she thought that perhaps they’d passed over the border by now. She’d heard of Chesterfield with its crooked spire and of Chatsworth House, where a duke lived, and the plague village, Eyam. And then there was a little town called Bakewell, where the famous Bakewell puddings came from. Maybe . . .? As her thoughts wandered as to where they might aim for, she heard the rattle of a carrier’s cart coming towards them from the direction they had come.


‘Mary Ellen, wake up.’ She shook her sister’s shoulder. ‘There’s a cart coming. Maybe he’ll give us a lift.’


Mary Ellen groaned as she roused herself. ‘But where to, Flora? Where are we going?’


‘Wherever he’s going.’ Flora stood up and waved to the man sitting on the front of his cart behind the two horses.


‘Whoa there, whoa,’ he shouted above the noise of the wheels and drew to a halt beside them. He gave them a wide, toothless grin. ‘And where might you two pretty maids be off to this fine morning?’


Flora smiled up at him. ‘Wherever you’re going would be such a help, if you’d be kind enough to give us a lift.’ She ran her tongue nervously round her lips and came to a decision. There was no time to discuss it with Mary Ellen before she said, ‘We’re heading towards Bakewell.’


‘I’m going in the right direction, miss, but on’y as far as Baslow. Bakewell’s on’y about five or six miles further on though. Will that do you?’


‘I’m sure it will. Thank you. Come on, Mary Ellen. Up you get.’


They climbed up, squeezing onto the seat beside the driver. As they travelled, the talkative man pointed out all the landmarks on the way. Flora was grateful; one day she would have to make the return journey home and she wanted to be sure she knew the way. Her first thought at the moment was for Mary Ellen, but if she could get her sister settled somewhere safe, Flora wanted to go back to make sure her mother was all right. And then there was Bert. She owed him a proper explanation.


‘Now, that over there,’ the carrier was saying, ‘is the parkland of Chatsworth House where the Duke of Devonshire lives. You can’t see the house from here but it’s a grand place. He owns a lot of the land and properties around these parts. If you’re looking for work, you could do worse than find a job on the estate.’


‘Thank you. I’ll remember that.’


As they drew into the village the carrier pulled up in front of a small shop that looked as if it sold anything and everything.


‘This is where I’m making a delivery.’


As the two girls climbed down, Flora said, ‘Thank you so much for your kindness.’


‘Safe travels to you both,’ the carrier said as he tipped his cap in farewell.


Flora and Mary Ellen walked a short distance down the road before Flora said, ‘When he’s gone, we’ll go back to the shop. I can see it sells bread and milk.’


‘I’m so hungry and thirsty, Flora.’


‘Let’s sit on this low wall and we’ll be able to see when the carrier leaves.’


It was already well past midday and they’d had nothing to eat since the previous evening when they’d finished the last of the sandwiches their mother had packed for them. When the carrier left, his cart rattling back up the road the way he had come, Flora and Mary Ellen went into the shop. With the little money their mother had given them, Flora bought a bottle of milk.


‘I don’t reckon I’ve seen you before.’ The jovial shopkeeper smiled. ‘I wouldn’t have forgotten you. Not from around here, are you?’


Flora hesitated. He looked a kind and friendly man. Tall and rotund with a beaming face for all his customers. He wore a striped apron and a straw hat.


Flora sighed and decided to be truthful. ‘No, we’re from Sheffield, but we’re looking for work. I – I don’t suppose you know anyone who might need someone to help with housework or – or something like that. Or if there might be any jobs going on the Chatsworth estate.’


The man glanced from one to the other, biting his lower lip in thought. Flora knew he was assessing them and knew exactly what he was seeing. Two girls – one with a determined set to her face and an angry look, the other sorrowful, her face still showing signs of the tears she had shed. He was a shrewd observer and his next words confirmed it.


‘Trouble at home, lass, ’ave yer?’


Flora lifted her head even higher. Wherever their journey would take them, there was no point in lying. ‘You could say that, mister, yes.’


The big man sighed. ‘Aye well, it happens. ’Specially with lasses.’ He was thoughtful for a few moments as if mulling over the problem. ‘There’s nothing I know of in this village just now. Folks often put cards in my window if they’re looking for workers, but there’s nothing at the moment. You could try a little further on. Towards Bakewell and mebbe even beyond that. There’s farms along the way. They’re sometimes glad of a helping hand.’ He pulled a face. ‘Though perhaps not so much at this time of the year. We’re coming into autumn and harvest’s just over, so there won’t be as much happening on the land as in the spring and summer. Still, it’d be worth a try. Farmers are still threshing, of course, but that’s heavy work for lasses.’ Flora wasn’t sure what he meant but, even though her heart was sinking, she said politely, ‘Thank you for your suggestion. It’s a help.’


‘Look, I’ll make you both a cheese sandwich to help you on your way.’ He smiled. ‘On the house.’


‘That’s very kind of you.’


He packed up several sandwiches for them that would last them through the day and insisted they take another bottle of milk.


‘Good luck,’ he said as he stood in the doorway of his shop to wave them off. ‘I only wish I could help you more.’


‘You’ve been very kind,’ Flora said, shaking his hand. ‘Thank you.’


They set off once more and walked and rested through the afternoon. They passed one or two farms, making enquiries at each one to see if they could find work of any kind.


‘Oh Flora, what are we going to do? I’m so sorry. This is all my fault. You should go back home. Leave me . . .’


‘I’ll do nothing of the sort. Now, come on. Let’s find somewhere to sleep for the night.’


They were both very tired and already the sun was sinking behind the hills.


‘There.’ Mary Ellen pointed. ‘There’s a barn at the edge of that field.’


‘It looks a bit tumble-down,’ Flora said doubtfully. ‘I’m not sure it’s safe.’


‘Oh Flora, I’m so tired. I could fall asleep on me feet.’


‘All right. We’ll go and look.’


They stepped inside the opening where a door should have been. The wind whistled through the numerous holes in the walls, but there was one corner that still had a couple of bales of hay stacked against the wall and seemed dry.


‘This will do for tonight,’ Flora said. ‘We can’t be far from Bakewell now. Tomorrow, we’ll have a good look around there.’ She tried to inject optimism into her tone as she added, ‘I’m sure we’ll find something.’


But Mary Ellen’s eyes filled with easy tears. ‘I don’t think we will, Flora. We should go back to Sheffield. I’ll – I’ll go into the workhouse.’


‘You’ll do no such thing,’ Flora declared stoutly. ‘Not while I’ve breath in my body.’


Mary Ellen smiled weakly at the fierceness in her sister’s tone. ‘You’re very good to me, Flora. I don’t deserve it.’


‘Now, we’ll have none of that talk. Here, lie down on my coat and we’ll put yours on top of us and cuddle up together to keep warm.’


The following day, they passed through Bakewell, pausing to gaze longingly in the window of a bakery at the array of bread, pies and puddings.


‘Thanks to that shopkeeper’s kindness yesterday,’ Flora said, ‘we’ve still got a little money left. Shall we buy something to eat? Maybe they’ll give us a drink of water for free.’


‘We can only try,’ Mary Ellen murmured. She was looking very tired, with dark circles under her eyes. Flora was increasingly worried about her.


They went into the shop. A plump, motherly woman greeted them with a wide smile. ‘Now, my dears, what can I get you?’


Flora held out the coins in the palm of her hand. ‘Whatever this will buy and could we – beg a drink of water?’ She hated using the word beg, but there was no other word for it. To think they were reduced to this.


‘Tell you what, I’ve some bread and cakes left from Saturday. They’re still quite all right’ – she gave a short laugh – ‘but my customers are a fussy lot. They like everything freshly baked. You can have them for a penny.’


The woman fetched two cups of water and then she wrapped up a loaf and four buns and accepted Flora’s penny. ‘And I’ve put in a small Bakewell pudding. We’re famous for it, you know.’


‘You’ve been very kind,’ Flora said. ‘Thank you. I don’t suppose you know of anyone who might have a job for us, do you?’


The woman glanced shrewdly from one to the other. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t. But if you take the road towards Rowsley that leads on to Matlock, you might find something there.’


‘Thank you.’


They walked on again and after about four miles they came to a little village.


‘I can hear trains,’ Mary Ellen murmured.


‘And I can hear water,’ Flora said. ‘It might be a river.’


Following the sound, they came to a bridge across which a long lane led further into the countryside. ‘Let’s follow it,’ Flora suggested impulsively. ‘I’m sure there’ll be a farm up there somewhere. Maybe we can find shelter for tonight and then decide what we’re going to do tomorrow.’


‘Ought we to stop now, Flora? I don’t like the look of those black clouds over there.’


Flora glanced ahead of them and saw dark skies on the horizon. She thought she heard the distant rumble of thunder. ‘Come on. Let’s get going. I’m sure there’ll be somewhere along this lane where we can shelter.’


They walked as quickly as they could up the lane that twisted and turned until they came to a pair of double gates, beyond which stood a mansion, its frontage facing over the dale below with a river running through it.


‘Oh my!’ Mary Ellen breathed. ‘That place looks as if it might have a lot of servants. I wonder . . .’


But at that moment a crack of thunder just above made them jump and they felt the first huge drops of rain.


‘We’d better find shelter,’ Flora said. ‘Come on, we’ll go a bit further. I don’t like the look of that dog tied up outside the door. Perhaps we can come back here later to ask.’


They hurried on, round a sharp corner, until they came to a farm gate. Ahead were several barns and a farmhouse. The rain was falling heavily now and soon their coats were soaked.


‘Quick, Mary Ellen. Into the nearest barn.’


‘Is there a dog?’


‘I don’t think so. Come on, look sharp.’


Ducking their heads against the deluge, they scurried across the yard and into the nearest barn.


‘I’m wet through,’ Mary Ellen moaned.


‘I’m sorry. That was my fault,’ Flora said. ‘You were right. We should have stopped when you suggested it.’


As her eyes became accustomed to the dimness, Flora looked about her and spotted a ladder leading to what she presumed would be a hayloft. ‘Let’s go up there. It’ll be warmer and drier among the hay and we won’t be so easily found, either. And we ought to get out of these wet things. I don’t want you catching a chill.’


They both took off their outer garments and snuggled down in the hay, their arms wrapped around each other to keep warm.


As the storm passed, it grew dark outside.


‘There doesn’t seem to be anyone coming into the barn. Let’s stay here for tonight.’


They drank the last of the milk and ate the bread, buns and the pudding the shopkeeper had given them.


‘We’ll find something tomorrow,’ Flora said, injecting more hope into her tone than she was actually feeling. ‘Try to get some sleep now.’










Three



Mary Ellen fell asleep but Flora lay awake for some time, staring into the darkness and listening to the creaking and rustling of the old barn. She was physically tired, but her mind was wide awake. She was so worried. Mary Ellen was already looking pale and exhausted and they had only left home two days earlier. If they couldn’t find somewhere soon, she feared for her sister’s health. Getting a soaking like they’d just had wouldn’t do her any good either.


At last, Flora fell into a troubled sleep but as the early morning light filtered through the cracks in the wall, she was startled awake by a cry from her sister.


‘Oh – oh, Flora. Something’s happening. I have the most awful pain. Aaah . . .’


Flora pushed the straw aside and looked down at her sister’s abdomen and then, lower, she saw the stain spreading on her dress. Mary Ellen was bleeding and, by the look of it, quite badly.


Flora scrambled to her feet. ‘I’ll fetch help.’


‘No, Flora, you can’t. We’ll . . .’


But Flora had gone, climbing as quickly as she could down the ladder, running out of the barn and across the yard to the farmhouse. She ignored the barking dog, chained to its kennel, and banged on the back door. ‘Help! Please help me.’


It was opened by a burly farmer. ‘Hello, love. What’s up?’


‘It’s my sister. She’s bleeding badly.’


The farmer glanced over her shoulder towards the gateway.


‘I – I’m sorry, mister. We’ve been sleeping in your barn.’


The man blinked and then looked down at her, searching her face. ‘That’s all right. I don’t mind. But she’s bleeding, you say? Has she hurt herself?’


‘I – she – I think it’s the baby.’ The final words came out in a rush. There would be no hiding the brutal truth now.


‘Ah,’ he said, as if understanding in that moment what might have brought them to be sleeping rough in his barn. ‘I’ll get the wife.’


Moments later a plump, motherly woman with her grey hair fastened into a bun at the nape of her neck came to the door, drying her hands on a towel. ‘Now then, love. Let’s go and have a look at your sister.’


As she stepped across the threshold, another figure appeared behind her. A younger man with broad shoulders, curly brown hair and a smile that crinkled his cheeks and lit up his dark brown eyes. ‘What’s up, Mam?’


‘There’s a lass in the barn needs help, Jack. I’ll call you if I need you or your dad.’


Flora hurried across the yard at her side. ‘I’m sorry if we trespassed, missus, but –’


The woman waved away her protestations. ‘Don’t worry about that now. Let’s see how we can help you. Where is she?’


‘In the hayloft.’


The farmer’s wife climbed carefully up the ladder and stepped onto the floor of the loft. She heard Mary Ellen’s moans coming from the far corner of the loft and hurried towards her. Blood now soaked the girl’s skirt and the hay around her.


‘Oh, you poor lass.’ The woman dropped to her knees beside her. She lifted Mary Ellen’s skirt. ‘She’s had a miscarriage,’ she said softly to Flora. ‘We must get help for her at once. Go and tell my husband to send Jack for Mrs Beckett. She’s unqualified as a midwife, but she’s brought more babbies safely into the world than I can count. She’ll tell us what to do for the best. I’m used to birthing lambs, but not babbies.’


Flora scurried back down the ladder and ran across the yard. Banging on the back door again, she shouted, ‘Mister, mister, are you there?’


The door was opened again by the farmer. Before he could speak, Flora burst out, ‘The missus says to send Jack for Mrs Beckett.’


‘Is it coming, then?’


Flora bit her lip. ‘The missus says she – she’s lost it. There’s blood everywhere.’


The man turned and bellowed. ‘Jack! Take the pony and trap into the village and fetch Mrs Beckett. Quick as you can. T’lass needs help.’


The young man Flora now knew to be called Jack, pushed past her, thrusting his arms into his jacket as he ran across the yard and disappeared into a stable at the side of the barn. Moments later, he appeared again leading a pony.


‘I’ll help him,’ the farmer muttered and hurried to where Jack was now trying to harness the pony into the shafts of a trap. It seemed an agonizing wait until Jack flapped the reins and drove out of the yard.


The farmer returned to where Flora was still standing. ‘If Mrs Beckett’s at home, he’ll bring her back.’


‘I don’t know how to thank you, mister,’ she said huskily.


‘You go back to your sister. See if there’s owt you can do.’


Flora nodded and hurried back across the yard. As she put her foot on the bottom rung of the ladder, she heard the farmer’s wife call out. ‘That you, lass?’


‘Yes, missus.’


‘Before you come back up, go and ask Mr Clarke for a bucket of hot water. There’s a clean one under the sink, tell him. And get him to find you some towels.’


Flora did as she was asked.


‘I’ll come back with you,’ the farmer said, after he’d filled a bucket with hot water from the tap in the kitchen range and found three old, but clean, towels. In the barn, he climbed the ladder carefully and handed the bucket to his wife.


Mary Ellen was crying pitifully. ‘Flora! Flora, where are you?’


‘I’m here, darling. I’m coming back up in a minute.’


As the farmer stepped back onto the ground, he said, ‘Right, lass, up you go. I’ll bring Mrs Beckett across as soon as they get back. Let’s just pray she’s at home. In the meantime, I’ll fetch a lantern. It’s a bit dark up there to be able to see properly.’


‘You’re very kind.’


‘Aye well, we’re not a family who turns its back on someone in trouble. Up you go, lass, and see what you can do.’


‘Oh Flora, Flora. I’m so sorry.’ Mary Ellen gripped her sister’s hand as she knelt beside her while the farmer’s wife – whom Flora now knew to be called Mrs Clarke – washed away the blood as best she could and wrapped the tiny mite who had never drawn breath in one of the old towels.


‘It’s too early for me to tell whether it was a boy or a girl,’ Mrs Clarke whispered to Flora. ‘Poor little scrap.’


At last, they heard the wheels of the pony and trap rattling into the yard and moments later a voice called out. ‘Mrs Clarke? Iris Beckett here. I’m coming up.’


A plump, rosy-cheeked woman of about fifty poked her head through the opening and climbed the last few steps, breathing heavily. ‘My word, I’m glad my patients don’t normally give birth in such a place. Now then, let’s have a look at you.’


Mrs Clarke and Flora moved aside and Mrs Beckett knelt beside Mary Ellen. ‘Eee, lass, you’ve got yourself into a right mess, haven’t you?’ She was silent for a moment while she gently examined Mary Ellen before saying quietly, ‘I’m sorry you’ve lost the baby, love, but everything’s come away cleanly as it should. There’s no lasting harm done.’ Iris Beckett bit her lip, wanting to ask more questions, but not knowing quite how to phrase them.


As if guessing her dilemma, Mrs Clarke said, ‘These two girls will be staying here for a while, Mrs Beckett, at least until this lass is well enough to travel. We’ll look after them both.’


‘Do you mean here? In the loft?’


‘Goodness me, no, Mrs Beckett.’ For a moment the farmer’s wife sounded affronted at such a thought. ‘My husband and son will move her gently into the house. We have plenty of bedrooms and there’s only the three of us.’


Iris Beckett beamed at her. ‘I’m not surprised. I know you to be a good Christian family. You’re certainly not the sort to “pass by on the other side”.’ She struggled to her feet. ‘Then in that case, I’ll call again in a day or two to see how she’s faring. In the meantime, don’t hesitate to send for me if you have any worries.’


‘What do we owe you, Mrs Beckett?’


The woman stood a moment looking down at the pale, strained face of her patient. ‘I’ll do the same as you this time, Mrs Clarke. Me Christian duty. There’ll be no charge.’


‘Then let me find half a dozen eggs for you.’


‘That would be very kind.’


As the two women climbed carefully down the ladder, Flora moved closer to Mary Ellen and took her hand. ‘How do you feel, darling?’


‘Sore,’ her sister whispered. ‘How kind they all are. But – but surely they must realize . . .?’


‘Hush.’ Flora patted her hand. ‘I’m sure they do, but it sounds as if they’re good, churchgoing folk . . .’


Mary Ellen pulled a face. ‘But we’re not. When they find out, what then?’


Now that the danger for her sister had passed, Flora was able to chuckle as she said, ‘Maybe we’ll have to be while we stay with them.’










Four



A little while later, Matthew Clarke and his son Jack lowered Mary Ellen down from the loft in a hammock. Then Jack lifted her up into his arms as if she weighed no more than a sack of feathers. He carried her into the house, up the stairs, and laid her gently on the bed his mother had prepared. For a moment he stood looking down at her wan face and his eyes softened. ‘We’ll look after you,’ he said gently, repeating his mother’s earlier promise. Then with a nod and a quick smile towards Flora, he left the room.


‘You’ll be in the bedroom right next door,’ Winnie Clarke said to Flora. ‘Leave both doors ajar so that if she needs you in the night, then she can call you. And don’t be afraid to wake me.’ She laughed softly. ‘We’re used to being up at all times of the night when we’re lambing or calving. Now,’ she glanced from one to the other. ‘Will you tell me your names? I can’t go on calling you both “lass”.’


‘I’m Flora and this is Mary Ellen.’ Flora hesitated for a moment and then added, ‘Halliday.’


Winnie nodded. ‘I’m not going to pry, but I have to ask you one more question. Am I likely to get a policeman knocking on my door? Will anyone have reported you missing?’


The sisters exchanged a glance. Mary Ellen closed her eyes as she whispered weakly, ‘You can tell her, Flora. I’m sure she’s guessed anyway. And it’s only fair we tell these kind people the truth.’


Exhausted by the trauma at home, the long walk and the miscarriage, Mary Ellen fell asleep while Flora explained quietly all that had happened. As she fell silent, Winnie said, ‘You poor girls. Matthew and I have a wonderful son, but we were never blessed with a daughter. If we had been, neither of us would ever have turned our back on her whatever she’d done. I’ll talk to Matthew and Jack, but I’m sure they’ll agree with me that you can both stay here until Mary Ellen is quite well again and then we’ll help you decide what you do next.’ She glanced down at Mary Ellen’s pale face and murmured, more to herself than to Flora, ‘Poor lass.’


Then Winnie shook herself and said more strongly, ‘While she’s sleeping, you come down to the kitchen. I’m sure you’re ready for something to eat and drink.’


‘But – but it’s not morning yet.’


Winnie laughed softly. ‘It is in this house. We get up at five-thirty every day – even Sundays, because animals still have to be fed – and it’s well past that now. We were just getting up when you knocked on the door.’


What the farmer’s wife had said was absolutely true, for when Flora stepped into the kitchen it was to find a warm fire burning in the grate of the range and the two men seated at the scrubbed table eating a hearty breakfast of bacon, eggs, sausage and fried bread.


Matthew waved his fork towards Flora. ‘Sit yourself down, lass. The missus will get you summat to eat.’


‘It’s Flora,’ Winnie butted in as she bustled about, breaking eggs into a bowl and setting the frying pan on the hob on the range. ‘And her sister’s called Mary Ellen.’


Both Matthew and Jack nodded and smiled at her.


Flora smiled tentatively and then glanced around her. She had never seen such a big kitchen. But this was a farm; there would be crops growing, animals grazing on green grass and a wide, open sky.


It was a world away from the life Flora and Mary Ellen knew. To the girl from the back streets of Sheffield, the farmhouse seemed huge.


As both men stood up, ready to start their day’s work, Jack glanced down at her. ‘I’ve a long day ahead of me with the threshing but after I’ve seen to the animals tonight, I’ll show you around, if you’d like.’


‘Oh, I would. Thank you. I’ve never seen a farm before.’


For a moment, Jack looked as if he didn’t quite believe her so she smiled and added, ‘We’re townies. We’ve walked to the outskirts of Sheffield now and again, but we’ve never been this far into the countryside. To be honest, I don’t know exactly where we are.’


‘You’re in Derbyshire.’ Jack smiled. ‘Our nearest town is Bakewell or, if you go in the other direction, Matlock.’


Flora nodded. ‘Yes, we came through Bakewell yesterday but we’ve never been on a farm before. I’d love to look around.’


Jack grinned. ‘See you later, then.’


As the two men left, Winnie placed a plate of food in front of her. Flora thought she wouldn’t be able to eat a thing, but catching the aroma of eggs, bacon and fried bread, she suddenly found she was ravenously hungry.


Ten minutes later she sat back and sighed. ‘That was wonderful. Thank you so much.’


‘Keep an eye on your sister and when she’s ready we’ll give her a little porridge to start with.’


Flora rose from her chair. ‘How can I help you?’


Winnie regarded her for a moment. ‘Are you any good at ironing?’


Flora hid her smile, remembering the mountains of ironing she’d done at home to help her mother. ‘I like to think so,’ she said solemnly.


‘Right, then. I’ll set you up on the table here with my ironing blanket. I have two flat irons on the go at once, heating them here on the range hob. I’ll fetch the basket in from the wash house.’


While Winnie fetched the basket, Flora cleared the breakfast table and took the dirty pots to the sink in the scullery. The rest of the morning passed pleasantly enough, though Flora was still desperately worried about her sister. She kept running up the stairs to check on her but Mary Ellen was still sleeping soundly.


‘Best thing for her,’ Winnie said, as she lowered the clothes airer down from the ceiling for Flora to put the items on as she ironed them.


‘While you’re doing that, lass, I can get on with preparing the dinner.’ She smiled at Flora’s puzzled look. ‘I’d better explain. As you already know, farming folk rise early. Breakfast’s always at six so we have our main meal of the day at noon, though the menfolk call in for a cuppa about ten o’clock. Then tea is at five and supper at nine. We’re always in bed by ten. I don’t know what your routine was at home, but that’s what we do.’


‘A little different,’ Flora acknowledged. ‘Our household revolved around my father. He works in one of the factories so we always got up fairly early, but our main meal was in the evening when he came home.’


‘I suppose our days are organized to accommodate the animals and their needs,’ Winnie said thoughtfully, ‘but I can see how it would be for you. Do you have a job, Flora?’


‘Yes, I’m a buffer girl.’


When Winnie looked mystified, Flora smiled and explained.


‘You’ll know that Sheffield is renowned for its steel making and engineering and also for its cutlery trade. There are large factories making cutlery – my father works in one of them – but there are also a myriad of little workshops dotted throughout the town.’ She smiled fondly. ‘They’re called “little mesters”. They’re self-employed craftsmen who make cutlery. Some work alone, some employ one or two workers or apprentices. The buffer women work in the factories but there are one or two enterprising women who have set up their own buffer workshops and take work from the little mesters.’


‘But what do buffer girls actually do? I don’t think I’ve ever heard the term before.’


‘They polish the cutlery.’ Flora laughed. ‘I work on spoons and forks mainly. It’s a very dirty job and we cover ourselves in brown paper to protect our own clothing as much as possible.’ She pulled a face. ‘But the grime still gets everywhere so I’m quite used to washing and ironing.’


Winnie nodded towards the garments Flora had already ironed. ‘I can tell.’ She paused and then asked quietly, ‘Will you lose your job by coming here with your sister?’


Flora wrinkled her nose. ‘I honestly don’t know. The buffer missus in charge of us – I work at the same factory as my father . . .’ Silently she added ‘and where Bert works too’, but she said nothing of her young man to Winnie. She had no idea what was going to happen now that she’d left so suddenly and without a word to him. ‘Mrs Shaw is a nice woman,’ she went on, speaking of the buffer missus. ‘She’s strict but always fair.’ Despite her present worries, Flora managed a chuckle. ‘We’re a tough lot to handle. We know how to enjoy ourselves as well as work hard. We sing all day long at our machines and even go out into the town during our dinner break still dressed in our mucky clothes. Folks are used to seeing us, though. We get a lot of smiles and waves, but if anyone dares to cross any one of us, woe betide them. We all stick together. We’re a loyal lot.’


‘So why didn’t you go to one of them to help you?’


‘Because my father would have found out where we were and we didn’t want to cause trouble for anyone.’ She sighed. ‘He’s a foreman in the factory. He wields quite a bit of power. He could make life very uncomfortable for anyone who crossed him and that would include anyone who helped us.’


‘I see,’ Winnie murmured. ‘It sounds as if Mary Ellen can’t go back home, then. Was she a buffer girl too?’


Flora smiled wryly. ‘No. Dad didn’t want her doing such a dirty job. She reminds him of his mother. He idolized her – his mother, I mean – and so he rather spoiled Mary Ellen. Not that I minded,’ she added swiftly. ‘I love my sister dearly and would do anything for her.’


‘I rather think you’ve proved that,’ Winnie said softly. ‘Did she work at all, then?’


‘She had a part-time job in the corner shop at the end of our street. I expect that’s where she met whoever is the father of her child.’


‘She won’t tell you?’


Flora shook her head. She could have said so much more – wanted to say more – but despite their kindness, these people were still strangers. She thought about what their daily life at home had been, ruled by one person; the master of the house. She had only told the truth when she’d said that Mary Ellen had been spoiled by their father. Flora was the one who helped with the housework; the cooking, the cleaning, the washing and ironing, even after a long day at work. Worse still, her father took every penny she earned.


Nothing had ever been demanded of Mary Ellen. Patrick had brought home little gifts for her most weeks, even from the time she’d been quite small. Then it had been toys. More recently it had been a box of chocolates; a luxury in their household. Ribbons for her hair or, sometimes, even flowers. There was never anything for Flora, nor even for his wife. He made the difference in his feelings between the womenfolk in his household very obvious. But, strangely perhaps, Flora had never resented this; as she had told Winnie, she loved her sister fiercely and in her own way, Flora had spoiled the golden-haired, blue-eyed, sunny-natured child too. It helped that perhaps Mary Ellen had felt a little guilty. Unbeknown to Patrick, she had always shared the gifts with her sister and helped her mother with the housework where she could.


At ten o’clock, there was a rattle at the back door and Jack and his father came into the wash house. They took off their boots and then padded into the kitchen in their stockinged feet. They sat down at the table for a drink and a pasty.


‘Got you working already, has she, lass?’ Matthew said.


‘I’m glad to be able to help,’ Flora said. ‘You’ve all been so kind, it’s the least I can do.’


‘How’s your sister?’ Jack asked.


‘She’s been sleeping all morning.’


‘That’s a good sign,’ Matthew said, nodding sagely.


The two men didn’t stay chatting long and were soon gone again until dinner time.


An hour later there was a knock at the door and a cheery voice called out. ‘It’s only me, Mrs Clarke. I was passing by and thought I’d just pop in to see how the lass is.’


‘Come in. Let me make you a drink.’


Mrs Beckett sat at the table and glanced at Flora. ‘Now, lass. How’s your sister this morning?’


‘I keep going up to check on her, but she’s still asleep.’


‘Best thing she could do,’ Mrs Beckett said, echoing Winnie’s earlier words. ‘But I’d like to take a look at her, just to satisfy myself.’ She heaved herself up. ‘You lead the way.’


Flora set the iron back on the hob while she led Mrs Beckett up the stairs and opened the bedroom door quietly. As they approached the side of the bed, Mary Ellen stirred and opened her eyes.


‘Oh! Oh, Flora. Is something wrong?’


‘No, lass,’ Mrs Beckett said at once. ‘I’ve just called in on me way past to see how you are. Now let’s have a look at you. Any pain anywhere?’


‘No, no. Just a bit – sore.’


After a few moments, Mrs Beckett pronounced that all seemed to be well.


‘I won’t call again unless you send for me, but please don’t hesitate if you’re worried about anything. Ta-ra, love. I hope you do all right.’


Back in the kitchen, Mrs Beckett told Flora and Winnie, ‘She’ll likely be a bit low for a while, but that’s to be expected. Feed her up a bit and try to get her out of bed as soon as you can. Lying there brooding won’t do her any good at all. She’s young and strong. It won’t hurt her.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Beckett,’ Winnie said, ‘we’ll look after her. Now, here’s another half a dozen eggs for your trouble.’


‘That’s very kind of you. Thank you.’


As the back door closed behind the woman, Winnie said, ‘I’d best get the dinner on the table. The men will be here any minute.’


‘Can I help? I’ve finished all the ironing you gave me.’


Winnie eyed the freshly pressed laundry on the airer and nodded her approval. She hoisted up the rail until it almost touched the ceiling and then tied the thin ropes around a hook in the wall.


‘You can set the table while I mash the potatoes. Everything else is ready.’


Just as she had finished laying four place settings, the back door rattled and Matthew and his son came in.


‘How’s Mary Ellen?’ Jack asked almost before he had got through the door. Flora noticed a swift glance pass between husband and wife at their son’s question.


‘Mrs Beckett called again this morning and says she’s doing well.’


As she brought in a sizzling joint of beef and set tureens of vegetables on the pristine-white tablecloth, Winnie said, ‘As soon as she feels a bit better, Mrs Beckett said we shouldn’t let her lie in bed too long.’


‘I’ll show her around the farm when she’s well enough,’ Jack offered, helping himself to carrots.


Flora saw husband and wife exchange another glance but she couldn’t guess what either of them were thinking.










Five



‘Right, now where shall we start?’ Jack said as both he and Flora stood outside the back door. It was a balmy September evening with the sun dropping behind the hills, casting a red and orange glow over the fields.


‘What a marvellous sunset,’ Flora murmured. ‘We don’t see this kind of sky in the town.’ She breathed in deeply. ‘Or this wonderful fresh air. I never realized it, but there’s always a kind of sooty smell on our streets. I suppose it’s all the chimneys puthering out smoke.’


‘I wouldn’t know.’ Jack grinned. ‘I’ve lived here all me life and, to be honest, I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else. Now, let’s start with the farmyard. I’ll show you all the barns, the pig sties, the chicken house and the stables. The cows and sheep mostly stay out all year round, though if the weather gets really bad, we bring them into the big barn. You can lose a lot of animals if there’s heavy snow and they get caught in drifts. And we often bring sheep indoors when they’re lambing, although there is a shepherd’s hut out in the fields.’ He pulled a face. ‘I usually get that job now.’


‘What, staying out all night?’


‘Got to be done. You can soon lose a lamb and a ewe if they have a difficult birth.’ He stopped and his face reddened. ‘Oh sorry, that was a bit tactless of me.’


Flora shrugged. ‘Don’t worry. I’d sooner you were honest.’


He glanced down at her feet and nodded approval when he saw that his mother had had the forethought to lend her some Wellington boots.


Jack showed her around the farmyard, peeking into the various buildings. Flora marvelled at the size of the huge pigs and was unafraid of the two huge shire horses. She rubbed their noses and fed them a carrot under Jack’s guidance.


‘There don’t seem to be many chickens in here,’ she commented.


Jack laughed. ‘They’re out in the field in the daytime, but come dusk they’ll find their way here and we lock them up at dark. We don’t want Mr Fox around.’


For a moment, Flora looked puzzled.


‘Foxes are our enemy. All wild animals kill to eat – that’s nature – but the fox kills for sport too. If he got into our chicken house, there’d be several corpses in the morning, but he’d only take one or two away. If he just killed enough to feed himself and his family, we could understand that, but he doesn’t. So our hens have to be securely locked up at night.’


Now Flora nodded her understanding. As they returned to the house, Jack said, ‘I thought you’d be frightened of some of the animals.’


‘No, they’re lovely.’ She smiled. ‘I’ve only ever seen animals in picture books. It’s fascinating.’


‘What about your sister? Do you think Mary Ellen will like them?’


‘Oh, I think so. She’s always wanted a pet – a dog, I think – but where we live is not the place to keep animals.’ It was not quite the whole truth; their father wouldn’t countenance an animal in the house, not even for Mary Ellen. Flora glanced behind her, her gaze sweeping around the yard and over the fields and hills beyond. She said no more, but she couldn’t help thinking what a wonderful place this would be for her sister to live. Because, sadly, she knew that Mary Ellen could never go home again.


‘Thank you for showing me around. I’ll have something to talk to Mary Ellen about now.’


‘Tell her I’ll be happy to show her around too when she’s well enough.’


After a few days, Mary Ellen, encouraged by Flora, felt able to get up out of bed and sit in a chair. Two days later, she got dressed but still wanted to cling to the safety of the bedroom.


‘You really should come downstairs now,’ Flora tried to persuade her. ‘It’ll look ungrateful if you don’t make the effort. It’s been a week now and Mrs Beckett said you should get some gentle exercise. You won’t get stronger hiding away up here.’


Mary Ellen shrank back into the chair. ‘But we’ll have to leave then, won’t we? Where will we go?’


‘They seem very kind people, Mary Ellen. I don’t think they’ll make us leave before we’re ready. And as for where we’ll go, well, perhaps it’d be best if I try to find some work and somewhere for us to live first. Then I’ll come back for you. That’s if they wouldn’t mind you staying here. You certainly won’t be able to walk far for several days yet. Weeks, probably.’


Tears sprang to Mary Ellen’s eyes. ‘I – I can’t ever go home, can I?’


Flora didn’t know how to answer her, because the truth was no, she couldn’t. Gently, she said, ‘Are you going to tell me who it was?’


Mary Ellen shook her head violently. ‘No, I won’t, so don’t ask me. Don’t ever ask me again.’


‘Oh, darling Mary Ellen, don’t upset yourself. I promise I won’t ask any more. You must put it all behind you, get better and move on with your life.’


Mary Ellen bit her lip. ‘You ought to go home. There’s your Bert. Whatever must he be thinking? Have you written to him?’


‘No. I don’t like to. I’m not sure if his mother knows anything about me.’ There was a silence between the two sisters until Mary Ellen pulled herself up out of the chair and said, ‘Yes, you’re right. I must come downstairs and start to get myself stronger.’


As they stepped into the kitchen, Winnie smiled a welcome. ‘It’s good to see you up and about. Now, come and sit by the range. You can shell some peas for me.’


‘What would you like me to do, Mrs Clarke?’ Flora asked.


‘You can take this basket and go and collect eggs from the hen house. And make sure you have a look in the long grass on the outside. Little rascals often lay their eggs there. That’s if the rats haven’t stolen them first.’


The sisters glanced at each other and then looked at Winnie.


‘Rats? Stealing eggs?’ Flora said. ‘How do they do that?’


Winnie laughed and paused to explain, her busy hands unusually idle for a brief moment. ‘They’re ingenious creatures. One rat will lie on its back holding an egg on its stomach and another will pull it away by its tail. I don’t know how they break the egg – I’ve not seen that happening.’


‘You’ve actually seen them doing that?’ Mary Ellen was wide-eyed.


Winnie laughed. ‘Oh yes, but I have to admit they’re the only animal I really don’t like. I hate ’em, in fact, even though they’re all God’s creatures. I’ve even got a sneaking admiration for Mr Fox. They’re beautiful to look at even though they’re the bane of a farmer’s life.’


Outside in the September sunshine, Flora breathed in deeply. Although the air was filled with farmyard smells, she loved it; it was so very different to the town. She wandered around to the hen house and stepped into the gloom of the windowless building.


‘Hello, there.’


‘Oh! Jack. You made me jump. I didn’t know there was anyone in here.’


He chuckled. ‘Just mucking the place out. Come for the eggs, have you?’


‘Yes.’ She glanced around her. ‘But where do I look?’


‘The nesting boxes down the sides. And don’t forget to look outside.’


‘Yes. Your mam told me that.’


‘How’s Mary Ellen?’


‘Getting better. She’s come downstairs.’


Jack’s face seemed to light up. ‘Oh, that’s wonderful. I’ll pop in to see her when I’ve finished here before I go back out to the fields.’


Flora nodded. She did not state the obvious; that he would see Mary Ellen at dinner time. In the event, however, it wasn’t until just before dinner time that Jack came in. He padded into the kitchen.


‘I’ll stay for me dinner now I’m here. I’ll be up the hill this afternoon.’ He sat down in the chair opposite Mary Ellen and gazed at her. ‘How are you feeling?’


‘Better, thank you, Jack. You’ve all been so kind to us, but me an’ Flora ought to be moving on soon.’


As she watched them both, there was no doubt in Flora’s mind that Jack’s eyes clouded at Mary Ellen’s words. ‘There’s no rush. You – you must make sure you’re quite fit. Are you planning to go back home?’


Mary Ellen dropped her gaze. ‘No,’ she whispered. ‘I – I can’t go back, though . . .’ she looked up again to meet his eyes – ‘Flora ought to. There’s her young man to think of. She left without telling him.’


‘Ah, I see.’ He didn’t really, though he could perhaps make a shrewd guess at what might have gone on. Then his face brightened. ‘Perhaps you could stay here while she makes a trip home to see him and explain. There’s certainly no need for you to leave yet.’


‘But what will your mam and dad say?’


Jack’s grin broadened. ‘You leave them to me. I’ll sort it out.’
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