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Chapter 1

Leeds 1894

Seventeen-year-old Meg sat by the side of her mother as she lay in her bed unwell. Agnes had been getting progressively worse with each day, but despite her ill health, she always kept cheerful and planned for the future of her much-loved children. She instructed Meg daily not to waste her life and to count every day as a blessing and Meg in turn tried to reassure herself that things were not as bleak as both knew they really were. Meg’s father had died eleven years ago, killed in a pit disaster at Wheeland Pit. She could barely remember his face or voice, and now she feared she was going to be left to raise her younger sister, which was a task that she did not relish unless her mother’s health improved. She had already been helping out with earnings from doing errands for the market stallholders between looking after her mother and raising Sarah but she now knew she would shortly have to look to make real earnings in order to survive.

‘Aye, I’m aching today, my pet. Your mother’s not long for this world, I doubt.’ Agnes turned and looked at her precious daughter; she stroked the side of her face and smiled. ‘You’ll have to make the best of your life, when I’m six feet under. But before I do go, I need to see you in employment and then I know that at least you can keep this roof over your heads and your bellies full because I’ve nowt to leave you. Life has not been good to us, my sweet, and I wish I could have done better by you both. And you must promise me that you’ll take care of Sarah. I know she’s young and headstrong but she’ll soon grow up.’ She sighed and tried not to show the worry and pain that she was really in.

‘It’s all right, Mam, you’ve always been a good mother to us both,’ Meg replied. ‘We’ve both wanted for nothing. Love’s more important than possessions, and we’ve been shown plenty of that. You’ll have a better day tomorrow but you are right, with you being ill, we aren’t able to take any washing in. It’s too much work for you, and I haven’t the time to have my hands in soap suds every day and worry if I’m going to get it dry and ironed before it’s needed by our customers.

‘I wondered whether to ask Ted Lund if he needs help in his bakery. I can go early in the morning, he’s always got the ovens going by four in the morning, and he’s closing his doors by noon, so that would work out well for me while I’m looking after you and Sarah.’

Meg looked around the small bedroom that she and her sister shared with her mother. It was damp and cold. The wet dripped down the walls, leaving the once whitewashed walls black and mouldy, and the fire that burned in the hearth was only just keeping the creeping fingers of winter out of the bedroom. They had no money for the extravagance of extra coal to keep the bedroom and the kitchen fire alight, so Meg and Sarah had begged and pleaded the stallholders in the busy market in the town centre for their used packing boxes to burn just to keep their mother warm. However, Meg knew she needed paid work yet at the same time, she had to be there for her mother and sister in their hours of need.

‘He’s not up to much is Ted Lund, he’s as tight as a duck’s arse,’ Agnes told her. ‘He’s lazy and all, so he might just be willing to take you on if he thinks he can have a lie in his bed an hour longer – and at least you could bring us a loaf occasionally when he’s not been able to sell it. I’m surprised he sells anything: his bread is that rubbish, he should have been shut down years since, but folk will eat anything to keep their bellies filled in these hard times.’

Agnes sighed and held her breath as another bout of pain made her feel faint. ‘I need to see him. I’ll get up out of this bed tomorrow and tidy myself up so he doesn’t realize how ill I am. He owes me a favour; I’ve done his washing for years and he knows he’s paid me short on many a time. He’ll know that now he’s taking it to Mrs Battersby’s on York Street and it won’t be as well ironed.’ She held out her hand to be taken by Meg as she fought the pain and tried to smile. ‘You are a good baker, he’d be thankful for your light touch with pastry and cakes – not that his bakery’s that frivolous with fancy goods.

‘Now, you fill me this bed bottle and go and have a word with him. I’ll have myself forty winks while you are out.’ Agnes passed Meg the brown stoneware arched bottle from her bed, which was giving her the only warmth in her life. She felt death drawing ever nearer each day that she awoke.

‘I will, Mam, and I’ll not be long. His day will nearly have come to an end so he should be nearly finished in the shop.’

Meg took the hot water bottle from her hands and looked at her mother as she pulled the patchwork quilt that had been made by them both over many months when times had been happier from offcuts of worn-out clothes. Each stitch had been done with a smile and love as they had sat around the fire of an evening together. Now the love sewn into it was pretty much all that was keeping her mother warm, and she was glad of it.

She made her way down the wooden stairs into the main kitchen and living room in their small one-up one-down on the street known as Sykes Yard. She poked the dwindling fire and added a piece of coal onto it before placing the iron kettle on the stand over the fire, knowing it would soon boil. The kettle was always kept full and warm at the side of the fire and she waited for it in the Windsor chair where her father had always sat. She closed her eyes and tried to think of better times when her parents had both been hale and hearty and money had not been the worry that it was now.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of people rowing next door. The noise coming through the red brick walls with clarity was nothing new. Twenty people were living there in a house the same size as theirs, a family with ten children, two grandparents, and various lodgers who came and went with the shifts in the local flax mill and slept in the basement. There were frequent arguments to be heard at number 8, so the day was nothing unusual and Meg found herself feeling thankful for her lot as she heard the baby next door squealing yet again and the father raising his voice. Meg’s family might be poor and share rooms but they were not as cramped or as poor as some of the families in the square.

Meg heard the front door of next door slam and glimpsed the father storming off down the cobbles, probably on his way to The Globe public house where he would find solace in a drink or two, then, depending on his mood on his return, would either return to his bed or to argue with his wife again. She heard his wife sobbing as the baby kept wailing and the children were turned out into the yard to play despite the cold north wind that was blowing along the Yorkshire streets.

It was always the woman that caught it, Meg thought as she went to the back door and emptied the stoneware water bottle down the back drain and lifted the now boiling kettle to refill it. There was no way that she was ready for marriage, not to be lumbered with a baby every year and a husband who drank. She was prepared to wait until a decent man entered her life, one like her late father. Or even better, she would make her own way in the world without the aid of any man, she thought, as she tightened the stopper on the bottle and made her way back up to her mother before heading out to visit the grumpy Ted Lund with her suggestion.



‘Meg, Meg, have you any spice?’ The oldest of the Hartley family from next door ran up to her in his rags and no shoes on his feet begging for some toffees as she pulled the front door behind her and wrapped her shawl around herself in protection from the sharp biting wind.

‘Sorry, Harry, I’ve no toffees today. I wouldn’t mind one myself.’ Meg smiled at the crowd of young children. Within the year, ten-year-old Harry would be made to go and work at the local woollen mill like his older brother, but as of now, he was in charge of his younger siblings, and unlike her younger sister, had a lot of responsibilities on his shoulders. ‘Are you all all right? Your mam, is she all right?’ Meg asked with concern as she looked at the rag-taggle bunch that looked half starved.

‘Yes, but my da’s in a black mood. He threw his dinner plate at her and said he was fed up with bread and dripping for his dinner and that it wasn’t fit to eat. He’s buggered off to the pub, so my mam and we have a bit of peace until he comes back.’ Harry put his arm around his sister and looked up at Meg with wide sorrowful eyes. ‘Is your Sarah coming out to play?’

‘No, she’s up the backyard, pretending to dance like those in the music hall. She is a right madam is our Sarah.’ Meg shook her head as she thought about her younger sister, whom she loved but who both she and her mam knew thought herself precious. ‘You look after your mam, and the others behave and be good, and I’ll see if I can afford you some spice in a day or two if I can find myself some work.’

Meg smiled and left the children playing around the gas lamp. They had tied a length of string to it and were using their feet to swing back and forward. She couldn’t help but think her sister would be better mixing in with them than daydreaming about something that she could never be.

‘You going to get a job, Meg? Where at? I can’t wait to work at the mill and then I can make some brass!’ Harry yelled after her as she walked down the cobbles.

‘Hopefully with Ted Lund,’ she turned and answered.

‘That old bastard? He’s a right skinflint, my mam says, you’ll not be able to buy us any spice if you work for him,’ Harry shouted back and then went to organize his siblings as they swung around the gaslight.

Harry was right, Meg thought as she walked quickly out onto York Street where Ted Lund’s run-down bakery was to be found. She stood and waited for a minute while she plucked up the courage to talk to the local baker; he was not known for either his manners or his generosity. She watched as he came out of the shop and picked up an advertising board and took it back inside his shop. She’d picked her time right – he was making ready to close, so he would hopefully have the time listen to her and be feeling tired. The offer of a willing pair of hands might be attractive as he thought wearily about the following day’s preparation. Her heart beating fast, she walked across the street and into the small bakery.

‘We are shut! Can’t you read the notice?’ Ted Lund nodded to the cardboard sign that he had just turned over in the window of the shop’s door.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Lund, but I have not come to buy anything off you.’ Meg hesitated as she saw the scowl on Ted Lund’s face.

‘Well, I can do without folk like you bothering me. What are you standing there for then? Bugger off!’ Ted moaned as he pulled the shutter down and then rearranged the morning’s leftover bread to the front of his counter for resale as new the following morning.

‘I was just wondering… I mean I’d like to ask you if there is any chance of me getting employment with you. My mam says you’ve got to come and talk to her about it but I can ask for myself without bothering her at the moment.’ Meg had decided as she walked on her way to the bakery that she had a tongue in her head and she would ask for work herself. Besides, her mother was too ill to be bothered with grumpy Ted Lund.

‘She’s suffering at the moment, I hear,’ Ted said, less gruffly. ‘I miss her doing my washing – that woman further down the street charges more and doesn’t take as much care.’

Ted looked at Meg. He’d known her all his life and knew that things must be bad if she was seeking work with him. ‘What makes you think that I need somebody here at my bakery? I’ve run it by myself for years, so there’s no need for me to take on a slip of a lass that I’d have to keep my eye on all the time.’

Meg looked at the leftover bread and quickly replied, ‘You wouldn’t have any of this leftover each day because I’d work long hours for you and I’ll be good at sales. I could help bake in the morning and then you could have a sleep while I serve on. You could stay open until late then if there were two of us. I’d be able to work from early morning until one, and at least as long as my mam was all right, I could even come back and catch the mills turning out in an evening if you wanted me to.’ Meg immediately regretted that she had offered her services so much but knew she had to say something to make him see his business would be the better for taking her on.

‘I’ll see,’ Ted replied, and took a moment before continuing, ‘let me think about it. I’ve been thinking the mornings are beginning to take their toll on me. Let me sleep on it. I will however come and see your mother: she can tell me if you can bake or not. It’s no good taking on somebody who doesn’t have a feel for the dough. A baker’s not made you know, you are born a baker. My father was a baker and his father before him. This shop has been in our family for over fifty years; I can’t let it go to the dogs if I take you on.’

Ted went to his cash drawer and started to put the day’s takings into his pocket. ‘I’ll come around and see her about you tomorrow after I’ve shut shop. She’ll be looking to make sure I’ll treat you right if I do happen to take you on, if she is as bad as I’ve heard tell.’

‘Thank you, Mr Lund, we will both be grateful and I’ll be a good worker… and I can bake.’ Meg was smiling as she was ushered out of the shop by Ted, who just wanted to get home to his bed.

‘Aye, well, I’ve not said as much yet. We’ll see after I’ve talked to your mother. She’s a good soul, an’ I’ll not be easy to work with, I’ll warn you. You’ll have to do as you are told whether you like it or not.’

Ted scowled as he walked out onto the street with Meg and turned to lock his shop’s door. The church bells tolled for the hour and everybody knew it was just one o’clock in the afternoon so if they hadn’t caught the bakery on York Street it was too late because Ted was away to his bed, even if they wanted to give him their trade. ‘Until tomorrow – and don’t hold your breath, I might change my mind when I’ve had some sleep.’

‘Thank you, my mam will be pleased, we will look forward to your company.’

The smile stayed on Meg’s face as she walked with a spring in her step back down the street. The bakery was only small and Ted would probably pay her poorly but any money would be better than nothing.

‘Have you got your job, Meg?’ Harry asked, lifting his head at the sight of her returning as he sat on the unscrubbed steps of his home on his own in peace.

‘No, not yet, but I will. Then I’ll give you a farthing for some spice, I promise, Harry.’

Meg was still smiling as she waked up the pristine steps into her home. They might be poor but they had their pride and what they could keep clean they did. She prayed that Ted Lund would give her the job and that her mother would not be too ill the following day to see him. She loved baking. Her new position would be a godsend – it was made for her if Ted Lund would only take her on.



‘They look good, our Meg – the money spent on them will be worth it if it persuades Ted Lund to take you on.’

Agnes smiled with pride as she eyed the batch of rock buns that had been baked in honour of Ted’s visit. The recipe was one of the cheapest and tastiest that they both knew and eaten fresh there was nothing to compete with them. She sighed as Meg placed them on one of the better plates and put them down alongside the few pieces of good china that they owned ready for Ted to have tea with them. ‘Now do I look all right, not too ill? I don’t want that old devil thinking I’m on my last legs,’ Agnes said as she sat in the chair as close to the fire as she could. She had no meat left on her bones and found herself always cold as well as wracked with pain. ‘I’ll away back to my bed once he’s been and gone. I can’t sit here for too long.’ She wriggled in her chair and wished that Ted would hurry up.

‘You look fine, Mam, a lot better than you did yesterday,’ Meg reassured her. ‘You frighten me when you have bad days like that.’ She looked at her mother. In her prime she had been quite buxom with long black hair and a good glow on her cheeks. Now she was skeletal, her hair grey and her cheeks sunken, only half the woman that Meg once knew. She hoped that she would be forgiven for lying for a good cause.

‘Aye, well I frighten myself, my lass. I never thought this would happen to me. You think yourself immortal when you are younger and then Death points his finger at you and you know he’s waiting around the corner.’

Meg pulled a strand of loose hair back away from her mother’s tired eyes as they both heard a knock at the door. ‘Let him in then lass, don’t keep him waiting. Let’s get on with the show. He’ll wonder how he’s ever survived without you by the time I’ve built you up.’

Agnes grinned as Meg opened the door to the scrawny shape of Ted Lund as he took off his top hat and peered in at Agnes, registering the smell of sickness, the odour of rotting flesh that he had smelt too many times. He knew instantly that Agnes Fairfax was suffering more than she was letting on as she smiled and greeted him, trying to rise from her chair but then sitting back down quickly.

‘Stay where you are at, Agnes, there’s no need to stand on ceremony, and I’ll not be stopping long.’

Ted looked around the small room that was still spotless, a fire in the grate, and noticed that some of the ornaments that Agnes had been so proud of were missing. The room looked more sparse than he had remembered it from when he used to leave his washing with her. No doubt the pawnshop had benefitted from the dire straits they had found themselves in. ‘Now, your lass here, she says she can bake, is that right?’

‘Aye, look at the rock buns she made this morning. Try one with a cup of tea, and then you can tell me what you think of our proposal. She’d be a good help and no bother. Her grandmother, God rest her soul, learnt her how to bake before she could hardly walk,’ Agnes said, exaggerating the age that Meg had actually found a liking for baking.

‘Well they look all right… You’ve even put sultanas into them instead of currants. That’s a bit extravagant, I’d not be having you doing that in the shop!’ Ted bent down and cracked the rock bun in two. It crumbled but held its shape well as he took a bite.

‘Mmm… that’s all right, but it is one thing making cakes and fancies. Can you make bread, lass? That’s what I sell the most of in my shop.’ Ted looked at Meg as he finished his bun but shook his head to a cup of tea as Meg started to pour a cup for her mother and then him.

‘Yes, I can make bread. Why do you think we don’t buy it off you? It’s because we make our own,’ Meg said quickly and glanced at her mother.

‘Well cut me a slice of what you’ve made this morning,’ Ted said, quickly looking across at the sideboard where a breadboard was placed with no bread upon it.

‘I never made any this morning, I made these instead.’ Meg sighed, frustrated that she couldn’t prove her bread-making skills.

‘She can make bread, Ted, she makes good bread,’ Agnes put in. ‘We just didn’t have enough money to make both this morning and she’d made these before I could say owt. She needs a job, I need her in a job. Take her on, if only to make an ill woman happy. It’s your turn to do me a favour,’ she pleaded and winced as she moved in her chair.

‘You are not in a good way, are you, Agnes? I suppose I can try her for a week or two. It will give me a bit of a break, and aye, help you out. I’m not a millionaire though; she’ll get paid what I think she’s worth.’ Ted looked at Meg. ‘I’ll expect you at my bakery by four every morning and you do as you are told, no shirking or questioning what I do and why I do it. I’ll see how you work out and pay you what I think.’

Ted breathed in deeply and looked at the relief on both women’s faces. ‘I’m not promising owt, so don’t count on me; if I find your bread baking is worth nowt, then you’ll soon be on your way.’

‘Thank you, thank you, Mr Lund, I’ll not let you down, I promise. I’m a good worker and you’ll not regret your decision.’ Meg smiled at her mother as Ted made for the door.

‘Get your mother to bed and I’ll see you on Saturday morning, just for a half-day and then you can start properly on Monday if you are any good. Don’t expect any leeway on your first day, I’ll start as I mean to carry on. So don’t expect any niceties,’ Ted growled as he let himself out.

As he walked back home, Ted thought carefully. The rock bun he had tasted was excellent and if she made bread as good as her posh scones then she would be worth his money. Besides, her mother was in a bad way – she’d need some money coming into the house to pay for the laudanum to ease her pain which he had spied on the mantelpiece. He didn’t know how much longer Agnes would be with her beloved daughters but of one thing Ted was sure: there was going to be heartache soon at 10 Sykes Yard.






Chapter 2

Meg watched her mother as she slept, peering through the darkness, reassured by the sound of her breathing. It was not yet light as she heard the church clock chimes and she yawned as she dressed quickly and pulled her covers back in place upon her bed.

‘I hope that you’re not going to wake me every morning at this time when you go to work,’ Sarah said sleepily as her big sister wakened her from her slumber. She pulled the covers back over herself.

‘Shush, you’ll wake Mam, and besides, you can go back to sleep for another hour or two. But when you do get up, remember what I told you last night: make sure Mam has everything she needs. Go to the market and beg some firewood, but don’t go trailing out around the streets and leave her too long. You’ve to look after her and take responsibility while I’m at work,’ Meg lectured her young sister, even though she knew Sarah usually did anything other than what she was told by her older sister.

Meg made her way down the stairs in darkness and sat down in the chair next to the fire that still had a few glowing embers. She pushed some dry sticks into the oven and she watched as it came back to life. As the light from the fire lit the room, she placed the kettle above the flames before slicing a thin slice of bread for both her and her mother. That along with a cup of tea that was going to be breakfast for Agnes, just in case her younger sister didn’t show her mother the same care as she would have done.

She carefully and silently crept back upstairs, placing the meagre breakfast on the table next to her mother, as they’d arranged the evening before. She looked at her mother and breathed in heavily. She hated leaving her mother in Sarah’s care, but somebody had to earn some money to help them live. What little savings Agnes had were now spent and there was little charity shown by the good and great of Leeds. If they weren’t careful the poorhouse beckoned and nobody with any pride wanted to end up in there.

She returned downstairs, her stomach churning as she pulled her shawl around her shoulders. She took a quick sip of the weak tea and a bite of the crust of bread she had allowed herself and then stepped outside into the square. The smell from the midden that the whole row used to empty their chamber pots into assaulted her nostrils. It was always the worst first thing in the morning when the air was still and clear and she had to stop herself from retching as she made her way quickly out of the square by the light of the gaslight.

‘Morning,’ she said quietly to the knocker-upper with his long pole as he tapped on the bedroom windows of those who had paid him for their early morning call. She would have liked to ask him to have done the same for her, but it was an expense that she could ill afford.

‘Morning, miss. It’s a cold one this morning,’ the elderly man said as he moved on to his next client.

‘It is,’ Meg agreed as she clutched her shawl around her and hurried on her way.

She must not be late for her first day with Ted Lund. Her stomach continued to churn as she approached the shop which had the bakery behind it. It looked to be still in darkness as she turned the door handle. The sign was still showing closed as she tried the handle to get in. Was there another way in that she didn’t know about or was Ted not opening today?

‘He’ll not be here yet for another half-hour yet,’ the knocker-upper called to her from across the street. ‘He likes his bed too much does Ted, never mind that everyone is waiting for the bread before going to the mill.’ He then moved on to his next port of call as Meg stood shivering on the step in the cold morning’s light.



‘What are you doing shivering there for?’ Ted demanded a few minutes later when he finally appeared. ‘You should have come and knocked me up, you know where I live. Folk will be waiting for us. You had better shape yourself better when you set about baking else I can do without your so-called help.’

Ted glared at Meg as he opened the door and walked quickly into the back of the bakery where he set about lighting the fires underneath the ovens that were built into the walls of the building.

Meg said nothing. She hadn’t realized that awakening Ted was part of her job too. She watched as the baker placed kindling and coal underneath the huge arched ovens and closed the heavy iron doors of them to build the heat up within. Then with his coal-blackened hands, he carried a bag of milled flour into the small bakehouse, putting it down against Meg’s feet and nodding to a huge mixing bowl. ‘Don’t just stand there. You are here to help me, so get mixing some bread. Think on you are making enough for nearly a hundred folk, so make sure you make enough. There are bread tins over there – fill forty of those and make some plaits and cottage loaves. Make sure you leave it to rise enough, I don’t want bricks,’ Ted instructed as he lugged another bag to her side and then brought her enough yeast to make sure the bread rose well.

Meg looked at both sacks and started filling the mixing bowl with more flour than she had ever handled before in her life.

‘Nay, lass, mix it with some sawdust from the other bag before you start adding the yeast and salt and you’ll need some water from the pump out in the yard. You go and get that and I’ll add the sawdust.’ Ted shook his head. He’d never made his bread with a hundred per cent pure flour for years and he wasn’t about to now.

‘You add sawdust to your bread – are you supposed to do that?’ Meg asked as she reached for a metal bucket to get the water in.

‘I can do what I want, there’s nobody out there to stop me. I’m not a bloody millionaire and folk have never complained about my bread. You say nowt to nobody mind, else you’ll not be stopping long with me. Besides, some bakers add plaster of Paris. That’s worse – it makes the bread claggy and you can taste it. At least this sawdust is so fine you don’t know it’s in there. Now, stop gawping and get that water, else we are never going to have owt to sell today,’ Ted said sharply and watched as Meg walked past him and out of the back door to the small yard where his water pump was.

Meg stood at the pump and looked around her. The yard was a mess. There were used flour bags and crates stacked up all around it and she nearly squealed as a rat ran along the wall top as she pumped water from the iron pump. The kitchen wasn’t much better, she thought, as she lifted the bucket full of water from under the pump, spilling some on her skirts making them wet and cold. They’ll soon dry, she thought, as she watched the smoke from the ovens rise up the chimney into the damp winter’s air and felt the warmth of the kitchen as she opened the door with her bucket of water in her hands. How long had Ted been getting away with adding sawdust to his bread, she wondered as she watched him mix the concoction and mutter to her not to mix the yeast and salt together as they didn’t like one another, before he added the water and made the huge amount of dough, which he then stepped out of the way for Meg to knead.

‘Put your back in it lass – give it a good pummelling, it needs some air putting into it.’

Meg had never kneaded so much dough, and her arms and hands ached as she stood back and looked at the mountain of dough on the wooden table.

‘Right, that’ll do,’ Ted told her finally. ‘Now make your plaits and cottage loaves and I’ll make the tin loaves. I’ll have to, else we’ll have no bread ready for them that work on the early shift at the mill. You should have worked faster,’ he growled as he took half the dough away and started dividing it into the bread tins and covering them with the dirtiest tea towels that Meg had ever seen to enable them to rise in the now warm kitchen. Then he put them on a tray on the wooden shelves that surrounded the bakery’s walls.

Meg divided the dough and started to roll a third into the larger round bun of the cottage loaf. Then she rolled smaller buns to be placed on top to make the cottage loaf.

But when she reached for a knife and started to mark the bread with decorative lines around the larger bun, Ted stopped her. ‘We will have nowt fancy on my bread,’ he told her. ‘Folk like it just as it is, no decoration. As long as it tastes right they’ll not be bothered what it looks like and you are wasting time.’

Ted looked across at the lass with fancy ideas as she placed twenty cottage loaves next to his on the proving racks.

‘My mam says you eat with your eyes and that food should look pretty,’ Meg said as she went to what dough she had left and divided it again into three to plait into a loaf.

‘Tah! Your mother and you talk rubbish. Folk isn’t bothered about what they eat as long as their bellies are full. When you’ve done that, you can go and sweep the shop out and open it up. Yesterday’s bread wants selling before I put the fresh batches out. They that are in a rush to get to work are usually not that fussy. I’ll bake the bread once it has risen; I’m not trusting you with my ovens yet,’ Ted said as he quickly glanced at the rising bread and stoked his ovens up.

Meg finished plaiting her loaves and then took hold of the brush which, like everything else at the bakery, had seen better days. It was nearly bare of bristles, she noticed, as she left the warmth of the bakery and went into the shop. She stood for a second in the gas light’s shadow and wondered if her decision to work for Ted Lund had been sound. His bread was far from right. He was duping his own customers by adding sawdust, so no wonder his bread tasted of nothing and was not popular.

She looked at the stale bread that she was supposed to sell as fresh and screwed her nose up. Some of it looked and felt more like two days old. A couple of the loaves even had Ted’s charcoaled fingerprints on them where he had picked them up with dirty fingers from the fire. Cleanliness and freshness were obviously of no importance to Ted, she thought, as she took hold of the brush and started to sweep the scraps and rubbish from the previous day from off the floor. That might be his way of working, but she had been brought up to do differently.

She made the most of the bristleless brush and turned the shop sign to say that the bakery was open for custom. In half an hour the mill whistles would be heard all over Leeds summoning their workers into the woollen, flax and cotton factories that made the city of Leeds one of the wealthiest in Yorkshire. The sound of clogs running on the cobbled streets would fill the air along with the chatter of the mill girls and the banter of the men trying to chat them up.

Ted would probably be proven right. If they were in a rush and just needed something to fill their bellies at dinner time they would be grateful for his stale bread. She was best saying nothing and just doing her job. After all, she was just a shopgirl – and a shopgirl who needed every penny she could earn so best she’d not say what she was thinking to her new employer.

Meg finished sweeping the floor and then went back into the bakehouse. The smell of freshly baked bread was beginning to fill the air and the warmth from the ovens made her see the bakery in a different light. Ted Lund could have a good business if he could only be bothered, she thought, as she watched him push another dozen or so loaves into his oven on a flat paddle. But who was she to think as much? She was new to the job and had to earn his respect if she was to stay working for him.

She watched as he pulled the first newly baked batch from the ovens. She realized that Ted had once loved and been a master of his craft from the efficient way he moved as he emptied the bread tins and left the bread to cool, once he had tapped each loaf on the bottom to make sure it was baked through. Why had he lost love for his work? She’d never lose her love of baking if the shop was hers, she found herself thinking as she gazed around the bakehouse.

‘Stop your gawping. Put that apron on that’s behind the door and go and stand behind the counter!’ Ted yelled at her. ‘Folk won’t wait to be served.’

Sweat ran down his forehead from the heat of the fires as he kept them fed with fuel. ‘Tin loaves and cottage loaves are a penny ha’penny and plaits are a penny. We don’t do tick – they’ve to show their brass first or they go without.’

Ted watched the lass jump to his words as she put on the apron and vanished back into the shop without replying. He sighed, wiped his hands on his apron, and went to repick one of the loaves up made by Meg. It looked and felt good; she was going to be worth her money once she’d got used to his ways.

It was a shame that his own daughter and wife were no longer alive. They would have filled the bakery with the love that only women could put into baking and he would not have needed the lass. Perhaps the lass might give him a new injection of life or perhaps she could at leastmake his life easier on the days he didn’t want to leave his bed when he hadn’t the heart to take on the world. Time would tell, he thought, as he heard Meg serving the early morning rush.



‘You’re new! Has old misery guts taken you on to help?’ Daisy Truelove looked Meg up and down and passed her a penny ha’penny for her bread and stood waiting for a reply.

‘Yes, I’m on trial. I hope he keeps me on, we need the money.’ Meg smiled at the young lass who was on her way to the mill for her day’s shift.

‘Well if you can, put me a loaf of fresh bread to one side for me in the morning. I know this will be yesterday’s if not older,’ Daisy said. ‘The other week, my loaf had started to go mouldy. Lord knows how old it was! I wouldn’t shop here but you are handy before I make my way to the mill. I’m a blanket weaver – the pay is poor but at least I help my family keep a roof over our head. A fresh loaf to look forward to would be grand.’ Daisy smiled and took the loaf that Meg had wrapped up in white paper for her and placed it under her arm. ‘I’m Daisy, by the way, I live four doors down.’

‘I’m Meg, and I’ll try and do that for you on Monday if I can.’ The young lass looked about her own age of seventeen and guessed she was luckier than her – at least Meg wasn’t working in the noisy, hot and dusty world of the mill. There, wool was spun into thread to be made into blankets by young lasses with quick hands and quick eyes in order to save fingers and lives.

‘That’ll be grand, I daren’t ask miserable old Lund, else he’d stop serving me altogether. Grumpy old bastard.’

Daisy winked and then made her way out of the door as she heard the factory whistle blow once more to summon her to her life of servitude.



‘I thought your mother said you were good at baking bread. I could build a bloody house with these loaves.’

Ted entered the shop with a board filled with the freshly baked bread. He’d heard the shop bell ringing continuously in the last hour and he knew that the old bread would nearly have sold out and now that the factory workers had cleared him of yesterday’s bread he would need his new loaves for the regulars that shopped between eight and one when he closed. He looked at the scowl on Meg’s face as she wondered whether to answer him back about her baking skills.

‘I’m sorry, perhaps I’m not used to adding sawdust into the mix,’ Meg said more sharply than she intended.

‘Keep your voice down, lass, anybody could walk in. I told you not to talk about our secret. On Monday perhaps a lighter touch is needed,’ Ted said as he filled his empty shelves up with the newly baked bread.

He couldn’t let his new apprentice think she had the upper hand on him and his bread baking – but at the same time she had made his life easier. He had recognized over the course of the few hours she had been in his shop that it had made his load a lot lighter. Meg would be a boon to him once she had come around to his ways.



The morning flew by for Meg. First, there had been the factory workers in their rush to get to work, then there were the wives and daughters making sure that there was fresh bread on the table for their loved ones, and then finally those that came in when they had decided they were out of bread or just wanted to idle the day and have somebody to share their troubles and woes with. All had been glad to see a new face over the counter of the bakery. Ted Lund had no time to hear anybody’s woes, so a young lass with a welcoming smile and caring way was to be welcomed in the austere bakery.

Meg heard the clock on the wall above her head strike one. It was dinner time and the shop always closed at one, once the morning rush had finished. There were but a few loaves left from the morning’s baking so Ted would have to be up and going sooner, she thought, as she turned the notice on the shop’s door to Closed after hearing Ted yell at her to shut for the day. She breathed a sigh of relief. The time had soon gone but in the back of her mind when serving each customer she had been worrying about her mother and sister at home on their own. She quickly untied her apron strings and hung it up behind the bakehouse door.

‘I’ll be away now, Mr Lund. Or do you want me to sweep up and tidy the shelves? I’ve covered what bread is left and pulled down the blind.’ Meg stood in front of her new boss and waited to see what he wanted her to do.

‘Nay that can be done in the morning, the ovens are out now and I’m away to my bed. It’s been a hard morning.’ Ted yawned and looked at her. ‘Be here on time come Monday and remember our secret: don’t be going telling your mother about my ingredients,’ he growled.

‘No, Mr Lund, I won’t and I’ll be here on time. Do you want me to come and knock of you if it gets past five?’ Meg asked as she watched him slip on his well-worn coat.

‘If I’m not here you best had. You are taking up a bit of my time having to teach you everything and things have taken longer than usual with you being under my feet,’ he said, virtually shoving her out of the shop as he locked the door behind them both without looking at what bread was left on the shop shelves. ‘I’ll see you on Monday morning, Myra, bright and early.’ He didn’t turn his head as Meg reminded him that her name was Meg, not Myra, as he walked down the street to his home and bed.

Meg shook her head. He couldn’t even be bothered to remember her name and a little gratitude would not have gone amiss for the work she had put in that morning. He was no better than most employers – he just wanted as much work out of you that he could.

She wrapped her shawl around her and started to run down the street back to her home in Sykes Yard. Would her mother still be in bed or would she have managed to wash and dress herself? All had been left for her to make herself comfortable; the coal scuttle had been left filled as well as the kettle. As long as she had managed the stairs by herself she should be fine. She knew Sarah was at home and should show her mother some care but she also knew her sister to be selfish and easily led if there was something better to be doing than looking after her ailing mother.






Chapter 3

‘I’m home, Mam!’ Meg yelled as soon as she opened the front door. ‘Are you both all right?’

She was relieved to see her mother sitting in the chair next to the fire with a cup of tea in her hand.

‘I am, lass, but I don’t know about Betsy next door,’ her mother said wearily. ‘They wakened me as soon as you walked out the door, before light this morning. Shouting and yelling and carrying on, you’ve heard nothing like it. Now that no-good husband of hers has just slammed the door and she’s up the backyard bawling her eyes out and her mother’s taken most of the children with her when she turned up an hour ago.’ Agnes shook her head. ‘It’s a rum do, all those folk in that house and they still can’t afford to keep their children fed and shod. He just drinks it all and she’s useless. Can’t cook, doesn’t clean, just keeps on having babies - and they can’t all be her husband’s, they all look to have a different father.’ Agnes sighed. ‘When I first came to this square it was so respectable, run-down but we all had our values and kept our noses clean.’

‘Well, it sounds as if I needn’t have worried about you this morning,’ Meg said. ‘Betsy and her clan have been entertaining you, and there was I worrying that Sarah might not even have managed to get you out of bed.’ She went and put the kettle on to make herself a drink and smiled at her mother who always had liked a good gossip.

‘Aye, she managed, but she soon got fed up with showing her caring side. It didn’t last long, especially when young Harry next door knocked on the door and led her astray with the idea of going around the market together. Neither of them is back yet; I hope that they are not up to no good, he’s a young bugger-who is that’en.’

‘I hope she comes back with some broken crates or something for the fire, else she’ll answer to me. She might be only nearly eleven but she could help a bit more than she does,’ Meg sighed.

‘Now, Meg, don’t be so hard on her. She’s only young, she knows no different. Anyway, how did you go on with old Ted this morning? I bet he’s a bugger to work for but at least you’ll be warm and doing something you enjoy doing. Better than taking in washing especially on dreary days like today.’ Agnes looked at her daughter as she stared out of the window that looked out over the terraces’ backyards.

‘He’s all right, he’s a mucky old devil. I’d like to give everywhere a good clean and sort out but I’ll hold my tongue. After all, I’m just his lackey.’

Meg looked out at her next-door neighbour, Betsy, who was sobbing her eyes out and rocking herself with grief at what had happened in her house. ‘Mam, I’ll tell you more in a minute. Just let me go and see if I can do owt for Betsy, she looks besides herself with grief.’

‘Aye, go and see what they’ve been up to – it’s a wonder the peelers didn’t turn up with the noise that they were making.’ Agnes’s curiosity meant her daughter’s account of her morning could wait.



‘Betsy, are you all right? I couldn’t help but see that you are upset when I saw you from out of our kitchen window.’ Meg stood and looked at her neighbour from over the red-bricked wall that separated the houses. She stood head in hands still sobbing, her blonde hair unkempt and her skeletal body shaking.

‘Aye, I’m all right. I doubt my Jim will be coming back to me though. I don’t know how I’m going to feed my children now, but it is all of my own doing.’ Betsy sobbed and then raised her head to reveal her battered face. Her eye was bruised and her nose looked to Meg as if it was broken, with dried blood running from it.

‘Has Jim done that to you? No matter what you’ve done, he shouldn’t treat you like that!’ Meg looked at the woman who was only five years older than herself but looked nearly as old as her mother. ‘Can I do anything for you – have you some comfrey to help with the swelling?’ Meg looked at Betsy with pity.

‘Jim came back home and he caught me in bed with Henry, one of our lodgers. I thought he was going to kill him and kill me come to that. Henry’s flown but he left me to face the music. I suppose I deserve every mark on my face but Jim never shows me any love… he’d rather seek solace in his beer. What’s a woman supposed to do when she’s no money from off her husband and no love shown to her either? I was just in need of both and Henry was there to give me ’em.’ Betsy sobbed.

‘Aye, Betsy, you’d have been better to keep your legs together, that’s what my mother always tells me to do,’ Meg said, reckoning her mam had got the right idea about Betsy. ‘But I suppose it’s a bit late to give you that advice and I know that urges can sometimes get the better of good judgement.’ Meg hung her head thinking of the band of ragged urchins that were her next-door neighbours.

‘Aye, my mother’s lectured to me that and all, but what’s done is done. Jim will come back to me once he’s calmed down – he’s nowhere else to go and nobody in their right minds will want him.’ Betsy sniffed and wiped her nose. ‘I’d better go. I can hear the baby crying. My mother’s taken four of them and the older ones have gone roaming the streets until things have calmed down. I hope our Harry doesn’t get himself into trouble, he’s taken to pick-pocketing. I found a fancy hanky in his pocket the other day, that he denied all knowledge of, the thieving little devil, but he’s only trying to help out bless his soul.’

Betsy tried to smile as she made her way down the yard and back into her home with Meg watching her and hoping that she would never be in such dire straits.

‘If I can help, you’ve just to ask,’ Meg shouted after her as she went back to her mother, worrying as she did so that Harry might be leading her younger sister astray with his pick-pocketing exploits.

‘So, what’s been going on then?’ Agnes asked as soon as Meg entered the house.

‘Jim’s caught her in bed with a lodger, he’s given her a good hiding, and she’s in a right mess,’ Meg said and sighed.

‘It’s six of one and half-a-dozen of the other,’ Agnes retorted. ‘So, how was working for Ted today? You were about to tell me.’

‘It was all right. He likes his own way and he doesn’t believe in himself doing hard work. I had to wait half an hour for him to appear this morning before he opened up. Then when we closed shop because he said we had been open long enough, he thought so much of my help he forgot my name and called me Myra!’ Meg walked over to the near-empty cupboard and took out some oatcakes and cheese from within it and placed them on the table for her and her mother’s dinner. She looked across at her mother as she caught her breath sharply as if in pain.

‘Are you all right? Was that a bad spasm?’ Meg looked with concern at her mother.

‘No, it was Ted calling you Myra. He must have been thinking about his young lass that he lost. He’s never been the same since she and her mother died. It was a tragedy and I know their deaths marked him badly. It was his wife Eleanor that ran the bakery like clockwork. There were fancy cakes and pastries in the window every morning and the bread would be fresh and scrumptious,’ Agnes said with a sad look in her eye. ‘It’ll be over twenty years since they both drowned at sea. I know it was a good while before you were born.’
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