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Chapter 1

Leeds 1895

Meg Fairfax threaded her way in and out of the busy Leeds market. She was on the scrounge for that night’s supper and with little money in her purse, she needed to spend her sixpence wisely. Ever since Ted Lund had blackened her name, accusing her of stealing from the bakery that she had built up from nothing, she had been struggling to keep herself, her mother and her young sister, Sarah, fed. Now, even though the kind Joe Dinsdale had proved Ted Lund, the miserable baker, to be wrong, she could no longer work, looking after her dying mother. She was thankful that if things got too hard she had the love of her life Frankie to help her, but only if she truly was down to her last farthing. She had her pride.

Already, she’d bartered with the friendly butcher. He’d agreed to lower the price for pigs’ trotters. Now, they sat in her basket, pink and pointing.

She made her way to her old friend Roger’s stall. With a bit of luck, he might share vegetables that were past their best. The sounds and smells of the market filled the air, and for a short while she forgot her worries as she chatted to the local stallholders she had known all her life.

Every day was a battle to keep her pride and dignity, but better times were around the corner. She kept telling herself this as she stood in line. Then, she spotted Mick on the fruit stall.

He came over to talk to her in his soft Irish drawl. ‘Now then, Meg – how are things? Mother still in a bad way?’

‘Yes. Worse if anything,’ Meg said quietly, as she shifted up the queue.

‘I’m sorry, lass. You wouldn’t let a dog suffer in the same way the authorities have let her. Come over to see me once you’ve dealt with Casanova, here. I’ll give you something to take home.’ Before Meg could answer, Mick glanced over at his stall, as a woman sorted through his fruit and looked around her to be served.

‘Who’s Casanova?’ Meg asked, but Mick was already moving away, needing to serve his next customer.

Slowly, the row of women at Roger’s stall shuffled along. Surely, she would be next to be served? It was only as she approached the front of the line that she realized who Mick was calling Casanova. A young woman was standing next to Roger, his arm around her as she heard him telling a customer that she was about to be his wife.

Meg knew in an instant that her days of free vegetables had disappeared. Not that Roger had ever been particularly generous with his offerings, ever since she had dismissed his request to walk out with him. Still, the odd free potato and onion would be missed.

‘Meg, what can I do for you today?’ Roger’s long, greying hair was tucked behind his ears but his salt and pepper beard looked to be more trimmed than usual.

‘Just an onion, thanks.’ Meg knew that was all she had the money for in her purse. No freebies, today.

‘Right you are.’ Roger passed her an onion and held his hand out for payment.

Meg passed him a farthing and started to walk across to Mick when a hand touched her shoulder and she glimpsed two carrots being slipped into her basket next to the onion and trotters.

‘They’ll be better for a carrot with them,’ Roger said, quietly. ‘Have you heard that I’m to be wed? That’s Ruth, from Wakefield.’ Roger nodded across at the dark-haired woman who was serving his customers.

‘No, I’d not heard.’ Meg felt a blush coming to her cheeks. ‘I’m glad for you,’ she said sincerely. ‘I hope that you’ll both be happy. Thank you for the carrots – I can’t pay you for them, though.’

‘I know. I just want to make sure you’re all right. I’ll not be standing this market for much longer. I’m moving over to Wakefield. Ruth has two children there and she doesn’t want to uproot them to Leeds.’ Roger looked around at his stall’s queue. ’Take care, Meg, I have to go.’

‘You too, Roger. Thank you. I hope that you will be happy. You deserve it – you are a good man.’ Meg put her head down and walked to see Mick at his fruit stall.

‘That will not last, you know,’ Mick said, nodding over at Roger and his lady friend. ‘She’s got him under her thumb already. She’s after his money, that’s all, ya can tell.’ Mick shook his head and watched as his old friend started to serve his customers with Ruth giving orders.

‘She might not be. She looks as if she loves him to me, she never takes her eyes off him. She didn’t like me talking to him, I could tell.’ Meg looked across at the woman who was staring back at her.

‘No, because you may be after his brass! Anyway, there’s no fool like an old fool; I can’t do anything about it. Anyway, I hear that he’s not the only one that has a new love in his life, Meg. You’ve got yourself a fella and a wealthy one at that.’ Mick smiled and put some bruised apples from the back of the stall into her basket.

‘I might have, but he’s not that new. I’ve known him for a while now. But I don’t expect anything from him. I have my pride. He’s got his own problems and besides it isn’t his brass I’m interested in.’ Meg blushed. ‘Although he is good to me and I like him.’ She smiled and thanked Mick for her apples. He had always been good to her and knew that she liked to be independent and fend for herself and her mother. Their friendship was strong and she knew they would always be there for one another, no matter what.

‘Like him, tha should love him before he puts that ring on your finger and make sure that he’s not after nothing from you,’ Mick grinned.

Meg grinned back. ‘Well, it will certainly not be money or property because I’ve neither. It must be my charms Frankie’s fallen for.’

‘Aye, I can believe that. You have the charm of any leprechaun. You’ve charmed Roger and me out of many a piece of fruit and veg in your time. But I’m glad; it keeps your body and soul together. The world would be a sad place if we couldn’t show one another a bit of charity, to be sure. With your mother being ill and you still not able to find work, it’s the least I can do.’

‘I’m always grateful; I’ll bring you a piece of apple pie for your dinner if I get round to making it tonight, but my mother isn’t so good. In fact, I must be getting back to her, I shouldn’t have left her, but needs must.’

Meg smiled at Mick. He was always kind to her, although he could ill afford to give anything away, with five children and a wife to feed.

‘Well, take care. My prayers are with you and your ma. She’s been ill for too long,’ Mick said in farewell, before Meg made her way home.



Later in the afternoon, Frankie Pearson called in to see Meg to try to convince his fiancée to come and work for him. He looked around the sparse kitchen and listened to the heavy breathing of Meg’s mother from upstairs. Meg had just come down from taking her mother a drink, and was now sat at the small table.

Frankie had loved Meg since the first time he had seen her with her nose pressed against his newly opened patisserie. The differences in class were of little consequence to him; they both shared the same love of baking and Meg was a kind, thoughtful lass who had just fallen on hard times through no fault of her own. It was love at first sight as far as Frankie was concerned.

‘Meg, please come and work for me at my patisserie,’ Frankie began. ‘Only a few hours, just enough for me to pay you a small living. If your mother was too ill to leave, I’d understand and would manage without you. Please – give it some thought.’ He sat down opposite Meg, wanting her to understand he was offering her assistance with no ties attached, but he knew her pride would not let her take a penny without earning it.

‘Please change your mind, I wouldn’t even have to train you, after the hours that we have shared together before your mother was this ill.’

She sighed. ‘You know I can’t leave my mother. Besides, I will never be accepted at the bakery upon the Headrow. I am more a backstreet baker… not even that, since Ted Lund and his spiteful words. I’d find it hard to work for you – I have my own ways – and I’d be tongue-tied every time a well-to-do customer entered the shop. And besides, my mother comes first. I can’t leave her alone while she is so ill.’ She felt her eyes suddenly spilling with tears.

Noticing immediately, Frankie reached out to squeeze Meg’s hand. ‘My love, I’m here for you, no matter what. I just thought that a few hours working alongside me would make a break in your day and help you financially. I’ll support you and your sister, no matter what. You have no cause to worry.’

‘I’m grateful, Frankie. Really, I don’t expect you to, I don’t need charity. I just need my mother to recover, which I know is asking the impossible. She’s nearly at the end of her days, after all, which I’m finding hard enough to deal with. Give me time, and then I will happily be by your side and help out in the bakery… but not the shop.’

Meg tried to smile. After working for Ted Lund, she had come to realize that she would rather be the owner of her own business although the idea of that was like shooting for the moon.

‘I’ll look forward to that day. The tea room will soon be opening, too. I’ll need some of your good wholesome baking to encourage my customers to partake of a cup of tea and a fancy of their choice.’

Frankie pushed back his chair and went to Meg, putting his arms around her. ‘I love you, you know that, I only mean to look after you,’ he whispered. She stood in his arms for a minute quietly.

‘You, your sister Sarah and your mother could come and live with me, you know,’ Frankie said eventually. ‘My house is large enough. We could get married and make it all legal, and then you wouldn’t have to bear the worry all alone.’

Frankie held her tight and kissed her neck gently, holding her slim waist tight to him. Meg buried her head into his shoulder and smelt the French cologne on his clothes that she knew was his favourite and once again felt the comfort and love that Frankie had given her without question over the past few trying months.

‘I know, my love. But this is where my mother loves, it is where her heart lies. I can’t move her. Besides, Sarah will no doubt have something to say about our plans once she gets to find out what we are about?’

Frankie looked slightly irritated at the thought of Meg’s unruly sister but tried to stay calm. ‘Then if you are happy to stay here, I will help all that I can. If you need a doctor please tell me, I’ll pay his fees. Hopefully, the laudanum that I brought with me will keep her free of pain for a while. She seems to be sleeping since you took it up upon my arrival.’

He held Meg close. With her mother being so ill, and her sister such a headstrong and abrupt personality, he sometimes wished that he could just whisk Meg away from her life of poverty living in Sykes Yard. He loved her but had not bargained for also having to love her family too.

‘Yes, thank you. One day I hope I’ll be able to pay you,’ Meg said. ‘And thank you also for the groceries that you had Dinsdale’s deliver to me. There really was no need. I’d already visited the market this morning. It was very kind and too much… but most gratefully accepted.’ Meg stood on her tiptoes and kissed him again. ‘I do love you, Frankie.’

He left her arms and reached for his top hat from the kitchen table. ‘And I you, my dear. I must go. I have an appointment to look around a property that is for sale in Headingley. Now that my patisserie on the Headrow is proving to be popular and the tea room is nearly up and running, I’m looking to expand. A good businessman doesn’t stand still.’ Frankie smiled at the surprise on Meg’s face.

‘Another property? A bakery?’ Meg asked as she walked him to the doorway.

‘Hopefully a patisserie, my dear – not just a bakery by the time that I have finished with it. It needs a lot of work… The building on the main street in Headingley is in a shocking condition, but that is how I like them. Then I can make a fresh start when I have new plans drawn up. One day, Pearson’s name will be on every street corner in Leeds – and the whole of Yorkshire, if I have my way.’

Frankie kissed Meg on the cheek before saying goodbye to her on the step, leaving her to watch him as he made his way along the pavement.

Meg closed the door. Then she sat down in the chair that once had been occupied most days by her mother, back when she was well. She relished the silence, the peace of her mother sleeping upstairs, nursed and cared for, and the steady ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece. She could still smell the comforting scent of Frankie’s cologne in the air.

Why did her husband-to-be want to be beholden to her? She was not the same class as him; she was a penniless lass from the Leeds back streets. That’s what she and her family had always been. Yet, he seemed to have given his heart to her and she had willingly given hers to him with every beat when she looked into his eyes with love.

Meg smiled as she thought of her handsome dark-haired beau with the slight French accent that made him all the more alluring. He did love her – she knew he loved her – but still, she couldn’t understand why. She was not beautiful, nor eloquent or wealthy – none of the things that a man of his standing should look in a woman.

He was an astute businessman from what he told her and the way he acted. His ambition to have a patisserie on every street corner would come to pass, if he had his way. However, she still felt uncomfortable to think that she would eventually have to get used to dealing with Leeds’ upper classes if she was to support her husband-to-be. Those days were a long way off, though – surely?

She looked around the small walls of her home and listened for the pained sounds made by her mother as she battled the year’s past cancer. This was a battle that would not be won. The weight had dropped from her bones and clearly the pain was becoming more intense as the days passed.

After her mother’s death, Meg would have to decide what to do with her life – and that of her sister Sarah, who would soon be twelve.

Twelve. Only twelve.

The idea of going to live with Frankie, to marry him… That was uppermost in her mind. as she went to prepare supper for the three of them. At least, her trip to Dinsdale’s Groceries had kept her informed of the local gossip. He was a good lad, George. He’d been the one who had cleared her name when Ted Lund had accused her of theft. She owed him a lot.

She began to peel the vegetables, placing them in a stockpot over the fire, along with pearl barley, onions and simmering pigs’ trotters. A cheap but filling broth, accompanied by homemade bread, would be grand for Sarah to return to after a day at the mill. Warm her through; keep her strength up.

Once everything was settled above the fire, Meg quietly made her way up the stairs to the bedroom that all three women shared. It smelt of damp, mixed with the odour of the medicinal concoctions that helped to keep Agnes alive. There was very little furniture in the room apart from the two beds. Her mother lay in one, and the other she shared with her young sister.

Never had there been time for frivolities in Meg’s life – but of late, things had worsened. Since her dismissal from Ted Lund’s bakery, Meg had been searching for work, but her mother came first – always.

She looked down at her mother, asleep. Her lungs were silent for once, apart from the occasional rasping breath – a sign of the disease that had been eating the dear woman alive.

Meg straightened up and glanced at her reflection in the mottled glass of the mirror that hung on the bedroom wall. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and studied her features. She had a good figure but she found her looks plain. Nothing for Frankie to be attracted to, she thought as she heard the kitchen door opening. It would be her sister, returning from her shift at the weaving mill where she worked as an odd-job girl. Sarah never had been too caught up in school work.

‘Meg, are you up there?’ her sister yelled from the bottom of the stairs.

‘Yes! Keep your voice down,’ Meg hissed, stepping out onto the landing. ‘Mam’s asleep, for a change.’ She made her way downstairs and into the kitchen, shutting the door quietly behind her.

Sarah was sat at the table, reaching down to unlace her boots. ‘Your fella’s been, I can smell him. That cologne he wears always lingers, even over the stink of those pig’s trotters. He’s never been away of late.’ She massaged her toes and looked at the hole in her stocking that had become larger with the day’s tread. She had been on her feet for twelve hours straight, running errands throughout the mill and ensuring the ongoing supply of cotton to all the weavers. ‘I thought for a minute that you were perhaps rolling about in bed with him when you weren’t down here,’ she added, with a cheeky grin.

Meg felt her cheeks flare with heat. ‘Sarah Fairfax, wash your mouth out! You shouldn’t know about such things at your age. Those mill girls that you work with have a lot to answer for…’

‘Well you can’t say anything! Your best mate is Daisy Truelove and she’s the talk where I work at Hunslet Mill – her and my boss, Tom. We all know what they get up to in the weaving sheds at dinner time and it isn’t tiddlywinks.’ Sarah sat back and looked at her sister. ‘Shouldn’t one of us wake Mother? She’ll not sleep tonight if we don’t, and you know what that means? Neither of us will sleep, either!’ Sarah sighed.

Meg tried not to let her irritation seep through. Sarah thought only of herself and that was her way. ‘No, let’s leave her be. She’s exhausted. Probably from keeping us up all night reminiscing about the past. If she can’t sleep and we don’t get much sleep, it’s not much to ask of us at the end of her days,’ Meg said as she stirred the pot of broth and checked if the barley was softening. ’Frankie brought her some stronger laudanum tincture this afternoon. It seems to be giving her the comfort she needed.’

‘I suppose that was good of him. Although you can buy anything if you have the money as he has. Has he asked you to marry him yet?’ Sarah asked.

‘I’m not for saying,’ Meg retorted quickly.

‘Or are we not good enough? I don’t know why he’s bothering with you. I’ve seen all the posh women coming and going out of his shop. Why doesn’t he court one of them?’

Meg felt her sister’s eyes looking at her up and down. Her words hurt but she was only saying what she herself had thought. Sarah disliked the man that had entered their lives. He was too educated and dressed too well, and she didn’t trust him. Even at Sarah’s young age, she knew toffs did not bother with the lower classes unless it was to their advantage.

‘He’s a good man, Sarah. I was going to wait to tell you but seeing that you have brought it up – yes, he has offered his hand in marriage to me.’ She paused, and watched her sister’s face cloud over, sending a shudder of guilt through Meg. ‘I’ve said yes, but I’m in no rush,’ she continued quickly. ’Mother’s health comes first. You don’t have to worry – he knows that if I do marry him, I’d expect you to live with us until you’re old enough to set up a home on your own.’

Sarah’s hands dropped from massaging her feet. ‘What if I don’t want to live with you both? Have you thought of that? Him and his posh ways, he’s not right for you,’ she said.

Meg let out an exasperated sigh. ‘I knew that you’d act like this. I was dreading telling you, but now you know. You’ll have all you need if you come and live with us, it will be better all-round. This home of ours gets damper with every winter.’ Even as she spoke, she could see the dark mould blossoming in a corner of the room. No matter how many times they washed it down, it always reappeared.

‘This is my home, I’m not leaving it… and I’m not living with you and your fancy man!’

Anger contorting her face, Sarah went to the back door into the yard behind the house and stepped outside, even though she was barefoot, then slammed the door behind her.

Meg shook her head. Sarah was the bane of her life, but when or if she did marry Frankie, she would have no option but to take Sarah with her, whether her little sister wanted to live with them or not.



Agnes had lain awake for a good hour, fighting the pain. She tossed and turned and tried not to call out into the darkness. Her daughters were both asleep in the bed across from her. She managed to make out the shape of the bottle of laudanum that was now always kept by her bedside. She breathed in and fought a sudden bout of pain as she reached for the bottle. The laudanum that Frankie had bought her was strong – much stronger than the tinctures Meg usually brought home.

Shakily, she unscrewed the lid and drank direct from the bottle, then she lay back upon the pillow, turning her head to gaze at the bottle, only three-quarters full now. She shifted her glance beyond the stool that acted as a bedside table, to her two daughters, curled around each other. She thought about the lives that lay before them. She was a burden for them, a burden they could do without.

Another bout of pain wracked her body and she made her decision. Slowly and deliberately she drank the remaining laudanum, its bitter almond taste scalding her throat as it went down. If it was God’s will, He’d welcome her into His kingdom.

She prayed for forgiveness and whispered her love for her girls. ‘My darlings, forgive me. I have had enough of this life and you deserve your own without me as a burden. God protect you, my precious ones.’

Agnes breathed in deeply and closed her eyes for what she hoped was the last time, praying that death would come quickly.






Chapter 2

‘I hate him, I hate him! Don’t let him into our home, Meg. He killed our mother!’ Sarah yelled, as Meg went to open the door to Frankie. She knew he’d been told the news of their mother’s death by the next-door neighbour, Betsy, who had rushed to tell him the news after hearing it from Meg.

‘Hold your noise, Sarah!’ Meg pushed her back. ‘Mother was dying, anyway, and it was her decision to drink the bottle of laudanum. I’m as much to blame for leaving it at her bedside. Frankie had only been trying to help!’ She took a breath. ‘He couldn’t have known that Mother was going to end her life that way.’

Meg stared at her young sister, who stood defiant and near to tears in the kitchen that had always been so much of a home to both of them. Now, with their mother dead in the bed, it was as if the heart had been torn out of the terraced slum and Meg saw it even more for what it was. The dirty unloved yard, the stinking necessary that was used by all the row, and the damp and dirt that covered each wall of her home.

‘I’m not staying in the same room as him!’ Sarah grabbed her shawl from the back of the chair and pushed her way past Frankie, as Meg opened the door to him. The young girl stomped out of Sykes Yard to make her way to the canal, no doubt to tell her friend Harry of the loss that was breaking her heart.

Frankie watched her go and then turned to Meg. ‘I came to give you both my condolences. What did I do wrong? Your mother was alive when I left yesterday evening. Surely, it’s the cancer that took her?’

If only it was, Meg thought.

‘I’m sorry, Frankie. Sarah is angry, confused and heartbroken, if she would only admit to it. She blames you because my mother drank the full bottle of laudanum, whether by choice or accident we don’t know. The doctor said nothing could have been done for her. Who are we to judge if she decided to end it all? She was in such pain.

‘Sarah has to lash out at somebody, though, and I’m afraid you are the one that she’s decided to blame.’

Frankie placed his hat on the table and then offered his open arms. He embraced her gently, and she felt comforted, even if it didn’t remove the guilt she still felt over her own actions.

‘I’m sorry, my love. The last thing I wanted was to cause you pain,’ Frankie said quietly. ‘Have you everything in hand? As soon as I heard the news, I had to come.’ Frankie kissed Meg on her brow.

‘I’m all right. I would never tell Sarah this, but I’m relieved in a way. Mother was in such pain, she couldn’t go on like she was.’ Meg wiped a tear away. ‘The doctor has written his certificate. Mrs Bentham, from two streets down, has laid her out. I couldn’t bear to touch her, even though I loved every bone of her body. The vicar has already been and the funeral will be next Thursday. So, yes, thank you – all is in hand. I’m afraid it will only be a pauper’s funeral. I can’t afford any more than that.’

‘Then I will pay for a decent send-off. Your mother was good to me. She made me welcome and never questioned once why I loved you, only asking that I would look after you and Sarah. Which I will.’ Frankie spoke quietly, as Meg wiped away her tears.

‘No! Please, no. I couldn’t let you pay for the funeral. It is our responsibility to see that my mother gets a decent burial…’

‘Shush, now. Tell the undertaker that a good, solid oak coffin is all that is needed. He can send the bill to me. Your mother needs a safe resting place. Please don’t hesitate to ask if there is anything more you need from me.’ Frankie hesitated before adding, ‘Perhaps now that your mother is at peace, our lives can begin.’

‘Thank you.’ Meg felt a flush of relief, despite herself. She didn’t want to take Frankie’s money and yet… To see her mother buried with decorum would mean the world to all of the family.

And yet…

Had Frankie given her the extra-strong laudanum on purpose or had he simply meant well? She swept away her doubts. He could only have meant good… couldn’t he?



Sarah strode out of Sykes Yard and into the street. Her thoughts made no sense at all, and in the meantime her heart was breaking.

She couldn’t face the other workers at the mill. She knew Meg had arranged for a message to go to the foreman but she didn’t care if she had been given the time off or not. She had to see Larry, whether he was busy at work or not. She needed to talk to him. He was still her closest friend, the only one who really knew her.

Sarah fought back the tears and anger and pushed past the burly men who worked on the canal’s wharf, to find Harry. Finally, she glimpsed him standing on a load of sacks being hauled from a barge. He was grinning as he sailed through the air, balanced on the crane’s load as it lowered the cargo into the safety of the wharf. He waved his cap and shouted cheek at one of the young prostitutes who walked the canal sides touting for trade. ‘I’m too young for you lot, I’d wear you out for the day.’

He can stop that immediately! she thought as she wiped her nose on her sleeve. She pushed her way past the busy dock workers to where Harry was just alighting from his brief flight in the air.

‘What are you doing here again, Sarah? I’ve told ya, I’m busy at work when I’m down here. I haven’t the time for you.’ Harry leapt off a load of sacks and started to unload them with his fellow dock-side workers. ‘Why aren’t you at work?’ He lifted a sack onto a waiting cart.

‘You’d time of day to shout at that trollop over there!’ Sarah said sharply as she looked at the young dark-haired lass who was not much older than herself, hanging around the docks up to no good. She folded her arms. ‘My mam’s dead. She drank a bottle of laudanum that our Meg’s fancy man gave her and now she’s gone.’ She tried hard to hold back her tears in front of all the canal workers but without success.

Larry paused in his work. ‘Sarah, I’m sorry. Come here, I’m sure I can spare a minute or two.’ He turned to whisper something to his boss who shot a glance at Sarah.

After seeing the tears on her face, she heard the foreman speak. ‘Go on, lad. Five minutes, then I’ll expect you back at it.’

‘Come and sit down in the building we use for our brews and bait.’ Harry put his arm around the lass who he’d grown up with and guided her to where they could have a little privacy. ‘Now, what’s this about drinking laudanum and Meg’s fella?’ Harry sat down on an upturned crate and urged Sarah to do the same as they warmed their hands around a brazier’s flames.

She couldn’t hold it in any longer. ‘He’s bloody well killed her. He left a bottle of laudanum with my mam and she’s drunk the lot last night when we were asleep. He did it on purpose, I know he did. He just wanted my mam out of the way and then he could get our Meg to marry him and bake every day for him. Well, I’m not going to live with them both in their little love nest. I hate him, and our Meg is a fool if she thinks he loves her. He’s just going to use her! I hate him, I hate him! My mam would still be with me if he’d not turned up on the doorstep.’

When Sarah stopped, overtaken by sobs, Harry said, ‘Shush now, Sarah. Your mam was riddled with cancer. You know that she wasn’t long for this earth. He didn’t kill her. She’d had enough, by the sound of it. If she is put out of her misery, you should be thankful. And if Frankie wants to rescue you from Sykes Yard, that is something to be thankful for, surely?’ He paused to take a breath. ‘I haven’t said anything to my mam… but I’m saving as much money as I can. As soon as I’ve enough, I’m stirring my shanks and getting out of Leeds.’

‘You can’t… you can’t leave me! I’ll have nobody to talk to.’ Sarah started to sob again but then suddenly realized just what Harry had said. She looked up at him with a beam on her face. ‘I’ll come with you. Go on, Harry! We can run away together. The two of us will be a lot safer than one of us on our own. We can look out for one another.’ Sarah tried to control her excitement.

Harry didn’t look convinced. ‘I don’t know, Sarah. I’d planned to go on my own. Besides, it’s only a dream and if I do go it’ll not be for another year. I’ve to save my brass up first.’

‘Why can’t I come? Is it because I’m a girl? I can do everything you can. I can look after myself. I could go with you, Harry – believe me! I can start saving, just like you. Especially if Meg and I move in with Frankie Pearson. I can put up with that for a few months if I knew I had a way out of there. Go on, it’ll be grand for the two of us. Where are we to go? Liverpool, Manchester? We could even go to London, if we saved enough?’

‘I don’t know. Let me think about it. At least it’s put a smile back on your face.’ Harry sighed, recognizing that now wasn’t the time to upset Sarah further. ‘Perhaps it is a blessing that your ma passed,’ he suggested. ‘Your Meg can get her life back now. If she marries Frankie, don’t you spoil it for her. She’s her own life to live as well as looking after you.’

‘If I know I’ll be leaving with you, they can do what they want.’ Sarah looked at Harry with purpose in her gaze. This would be their secret – and she knew she would have to keep it to herself when she got home.

‘Aye, well… we will see about that. Now, if you’ve calmed down, I need to get back to my work. The boss will be looking for me. He might dock my pay, and then we’ll never get to London.’

Sarah grinned and stood up. ‘So, you are thinking about it?’

‘We’ll see. I’m not promising ’owt. I don’t even know what I’m doing myself from one day to the next. All I know, I need to get away from my father who drinks, my mother who has more men callers than the whores down here on the cut, and the constant wailing of one or the other young’uns in our house. Your life is a luxury compared to some. Even more so if Meg marries her fella. She’ll want for nowt – and you won’t neither.’ Harry turned to leave.

‘Aye, it’ll be a good life for our Meg – but not for me. Please, Harry – let me come with you! I’ll not be any bother.’ Sarah followed him out of the hut and took him up in a sudden embrace, clearly embarrassing him in front of his workmates.

‘We’ll see. It’s a long way off yet. I’ve hardly saved anything. Now, get yourself home and be right with Meg. She’ll miss her mother just as much as you. She’ll need you.’ Harry unpeeled her arms from around him, making Sarah feel unwanted and vulnerable in her grief.

‘She’ll be too busy with her fella to notice me,’ Sarah muttered to herself, as she watched Harry return to his work unloading the barges and Tom Puds. She’d go home, and she’d be right with Meg – but from now on, she’d put a penny or two away from the money she made at the mill. Enough for adventures with Harry.



‘You’re back!’ Meg’s hands were on her hips. ‘Well, you need not come out with rubbish like Frankie poisoning our mother again! Else, I’ll tell you exactly what I think of you. Frankie was really upset with your hard words. He’d only tried to help!’

Sarah slumped into the chair that her mother had used to sit next to the fire. ‘She died, so it is his fault and I’m not going to apologize. I take it that he’s buggered off?’

‘Yes, he’s gone. He’s telling the undertaker to put our mother in an oak coffin and to send him the bill. So, don’t you say another bad word about him, Sarah Fairfax! We could hardly afford to bury her. We owe him a lot.’ Meg looked at her sister, feeling a pulse of guilt. ‘Are you all right? I know that you’re upset. We’ll both miss her. She was always there for us, no matter what.’ Meg bent down and took her sister’s hand.

‘But that’s not true, is it? You have Frankie. You’ll make me go to live with you both. Him and his French ways and his posh suits. What’s he doing courting you? Why does he bother with us?’ Sarah sobbed.

‘I don’t know, Sarah, but we love each other. Try and be happy for us. He wants you as a friend, not an enemy.’ Meg hugged her sister. ‘It’ll be right, Sarah. Things will take a turn now, you’ll see. I can go to work now Mam’s passed and you’re doing well at the mill. And if and when I walk down the aisle with Frankie then neither of us should have any worries.’

‘Well, you won’t but I will. He’ll not put up with me forever, especially if you have children with him. I’ll have no one.’ Sarah pushed her sister away from her.

‘You’ll always have me. We’re sisters and always will be,’ Meg said and wiped away a tear, holding her arms out to be loved. ‘I’ll never turn my back on you, Sarah. When you think you are on your own, Frankie and I will do all we can for you. Don’t you forget it.’



Both sisters watched as the procession of mourners threw a handful of soil onto their mother’s coffin as the commendation was said over it by the vicar whom they hardly knew. Frankie stood by Meg’s side for her support and looked lovingly in sympathy at her.

‘I thought Harry would be here for you,’ Meg whispered as she put her arm around Sarah’s waist and squeezed her hand.

‘He’s too busy making money, although he said his boss wouldn’t let him have the day off, seeing my mam’s not family,’ Sarah whispered back, wiping a tear away.

‘Never mind, you’ve got us, and we will soon be on our way back home,’ Meg said before shaking hands with the few friends who had paid their respects at the graveside and then were about to made their way home.

With the last mourner gone and the gravediggers waiting to do their job, the small family group walked together. ‘Lord, I’m glad that’s over,’ Sarah exclaimed as they headed down the path through Saint Mary’s churchyard. The grey stone church building stood proud and noble, surrounded by the hurriedly built rows of mill workers’ houses.

‘Don’t say the Lord’s name in vain, our Sarah. Show some respect.’ Meg felt her body sink with exhaustion. ‘It’s been a long week. Perhaps now, we will be able to sleep more soundly. It has not been the best, sharing our bedroom with a corpse in a coffin.’ Meg peeled away her black gloves and took her sister’s hand.

‘You should have let the undertakers take her to their parlour. I would not have minded paying for the extra service,’ Frankie said as he watched Meg consoling Sarah as tears fell down both sisters’ cheeks.

‘No, we wanted her to stay at home as long as she could,’ Meg replied. ‘Neither of us could bear to think of her lying by herself. But thank you for your offer.’ She tried to smile at Frankie as they walked through the wrought-iron gates and back into the busy city. ‘She’d hardly ever moved more than a street or two away from Sykes Yard since she got married to my father. It was only right that she stayed there until her burial.’

‘I don’t know what I’m going to do without my mam,’ Sarah sobbed. ‘She’s always been there for me, no matter what.’ She suddenly realized that she was now independent of her mother and remembered all the times that she had rebelled just for the sake of it.

‘It will be all right. I keep telling you, we’ll always have each other. Dry your eyes. Mam wouldn’t want to see you so upset now that she is at peace.’ They walked towards the hackney carriage that Frankie had made provision for.

‘Now, my dears… let’s get you back.’ They hadn’t wanted a wake or any fuss at all, and Frankie had insisted on catering for the sisters at his home. ‘I told my maid to make something appropriate for the day and she was only too willing. I wouldn’t like to think of the two of you returning to an empty house.’

Sarah squeezed Meg’s hand and looked pleadingly at her. The last thing she wanted was to have to stand on manners at the posh house of Frankie’s in Headingley. All she wanted was to go home.

‘That’s kind of you,’ Meg said. ‘But I think both of us need some time to ourselves – to grieve and contemplate what to do next. Sarah is at work tomorrow at the mill and I aim to see what employment I can find now Mother has passed.’

Sarah stopped in her tracks ready to turn down the street that led to Sykes Yard.

‘I understand,’ Frankie said, after a pause. ‘I’m not part of the family yet. However, surely an hour and just a sandwich won’t hurt? My maid would be so disappointed if her work went to waste.’ Frankie looked at Sarah and felt a pulse of pity for the young girl. ‘I want you both to know that I’m here for you, no matter what. And I mean both of you!’ Frankie bent to kiss Meg’s cheek, wanting to hold her tight but knowing that it would not be proper in public, especially when the sisters were in mourning.

Meg hesitated, glancing at her sister. ‘Perhaps a drink and sandwich…’ Silently, she pleaded with Sarah not to protest. ‘Then we’ll return home.’

Frankie opened the carriage door, and the two sisters clambered into the darkness of the horse-drawn cab – but not before Sarah had chance to nip Meg’s arm in protest. They sat down against the studded leather seats. Opposite them, Frankie took his own place. He was dressed in his finest black mourning suit, a diamond stud glistening against his cravat.

‘It will give you chance to see my home, Sarah. I understand that Meg has told you that we are to be married. As part of that arrangement, I am all too happy to make our home your home too.’ Frankie leaned on his swagger stick and looked across at his sister-in-law-to-be who looked to be hiding in the dark shadows of the carriage.

‘She has – not that I’ve been allowed to have any say in it,’ Sarah retorted.

Meg put her head down, hurt at the bitterness in Sarah’s words. She felt her stomach churn as she hoped that there would be no further confrontation between her sister and Frankie, today of all days.

‘Sarah, be thankful. Frankie is offering you a home. He’s under no obligation to do so.’

‘Whatever I say or think, no one gives a damn, so I’ll just shut my gob.’ Sarah folded her arms, making the atmosphere in the cab unbearable as the horse and carriage made their way down the busy street and out to the leafy suburbs of Headingley and the well-to-do houses of the businessmen who lived there.



‘Here we are: my home. My grandmother lived here and now I do, thankfully. My mother hates the place, says that it is depressing compared to her flamboyant apartment in Paris.’

Frankie opened the carriage door and alighted, holding his hand out for Sarah and then Meg as they stepped down onto the pavement.

Meg gasped. ‘Do you own all of it?’ She walked up the sandstone steps and looked up at all three floors of windows, with their net curtains and expensive velvet drapes. She noted the brass plaque beside the door: Grosvenor House. Even though they had known each other for months now, this was the first time she had visited Frankie’s home. They had always met at his patisserie on the Headrow or at Meg’s home, Frankie hesitant to show Meg how he lived in fear of making her feel inadequate.

‘It’s not as big as it looks once you are inside. There are much larger places in Leeds. This really is quite modest, and there’s very little garden, except the piece that you can see that runs around all sides of the house.’ Frankie turned the brass door handle on the green painted door and removed his mourning hat as he entered the hallway.

‘I’m sorry, sir, I never heard the coach arrive! Please let me take your coats.’ Frankie’s housemaid scurried up to the group and bobbed and curtsied to Meg and Sarah. ‘Welcome, to you both. May I say how sorry I am to hear of the loss of your mother.’ The girl took Frankie’s coat, and Meg and Sarah’s shawl and bonnets from them, then hung her master’s coat on the coat stand that took pride of place in the richly decorated hallway.

‘Thank you. Sorry, I don’t know your name?’ Meg said, doing her best to ignore her sister, who was pulling a face behind the maid’s back.

‘It’s Ada, Miss. Ada Smith.’ The maid smiled as Frankie watched Meg and Sarah look around them.

‘Now, ladies. If you would like to follow me into the drawing-room? Ada, we will take tea in there. Miss Fairfax and her sister, Sarah, are intent on not staying long as they wish to return home before darkness falls… which is understandable after the day they have had.’

‘Of course, sir. I’ll bring the sandwiches and cakes through directly. The fire is lit and I hope everything will be to your liking.’ Ada curtsied and disappeared down the hallway.

‘Ladies, please follow me, we will take the second doorway down for the drawing room.’ Meg recognized that Frankie was nervous and thus was burbling. ‘The first doorway leads to my study and the one here is the morning room, it catches all the light and is a delight to sit in after breakfast but the drawing-room is more homely. I didn’t want you to feel as if you were standing on ceremony eating in the dining room across the other side of the hallway, after all, it is just us three and I feel that you must want to withdraw from the world at the moment, which is just what the drawing-room is for.’ Frankie stopped for a breath, turned around and smiled at the two of them. ‘There’s a bathroom upstairs if you two ladies wish to use it.’

‘A bathroom, Frankie – how opulent. I’ve only heard about them, never dreamt that I would be in a house with one.’ Meg blushed as she realized she was showing herself up.

‘Please, both of you go and see it for yourselves. Ada will be a while with the tea. I’m sure there is enough time for you both to go up there and powder your noses or whatever young ladies do in such a place.’ Frankie smiled as Meg and her sister walked up the broad carpeted stairs. The two of them gasped as they opened the bathroom door.

‘Lordy, Meg!’ Sarah cried. ‘He has hot and cold water and – look! – a toilet that flushes. You’ll never have to sit in that stinking earth closet in the yard ever again, once the two of you wed. He’s bloody well got everything we haven’t. What does he see in you?’

‘Don’t say that, Sarah. He loves me for what I am, he’s not bothered that we are poor.’ Meg ran her hand along the roll-topped bath and wondered whether she dare turn on one of the taps to watch the water fill the beautiful white enamel.

Sarah sat down on the toilet. ‘It’s too good to be true and you know it. He doesn’t fool me for a minute. Why should he bother with us? We are right at the bottom of the pile and he’s right at the top. Folk like him usually look as if we are a piece of dirt on their shoes, yet here he is asking to marry you. Something’s wrong!’

‘Will you stop looking on the dark side of everything? It’s simple, he loves me and I him. Why can’t you be happy for us? This will be your home, too – don’t you forget.’ Meg went over and took Sarah’s hand. ‘Now, come on. Enjoy your tea with Frankie and try not to look too sullen. Then, we’ll go home. Although it will never be the same now Mam has gone and left us. I looked down into the grave and thought, This is the end of an era. For better or worse, I don’t know. However, looking around here, I doubt it will be for the worse.’

‘Happen not for you, but it will be for me. This will never be my true home, no matter how fine it is. And he certainly does not love me nor I him.’

Sarah walked towards the bathroom door with her sister after both had washed heir hands and marvelled at the water coming out of the tap and the smell of the expensive soap that was placed on the sink in its own little richly embellished dish.

‘Just try to show him some gratitude, Sarah, that’s all I ask – for all our happiness. Mama’s gone now, and there’s no bringing her back.’ Meg swallowed hard, trying to keep the tears from falling. She had everything, and yet she felt as if she had nothing. A whole new world was about to be hers, but a silent niggle kept rocking her confidence. Was Sarah right in what she’d said? Why was a wealthy businessman looking twice at her?



Meg and Sarah walked back into the poverty of Sykes Yard, their stomachs full but their hearts aching. By Meg’s side walked Frankie. He’d invited the two of them to stay the night, but a warning glance from Sarah to Meg said that his invitation was not to be accepted.

Now, Meg let her hand linger on his jacket sleeve as Sarah walked by herself down the yard, taking her plain black bonnet from her head and letting the ribbons trail in the yard’s dirt as she walked up the steps to their silent, empty home.

‘Sarah’s feeling our mam’s death; we are better returning home today,’ Meg told Frankie. ‘I’m sorry, my love, but I have to consider Sarah’s feelings. She’s still young. Your tea was very thoughtful, and both of us were astounded by your home. I thank you for your kindness.’

Frankie squeezed Meg’s hand. ‘No disrespect, my dear, but sometimes you should think of yourself first – you can’t kowtow to Sarah all the time.’

‘I know, but she’s heartbroken. We both are. We will be there for one another today and then we will have to get on with our lives. There will be plenty of time for you and me to be together.’ Meg stood on her toes and kissed Frankie lightly, her head dizzy with the love she felt for him. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’ Meg walked down the yard, glancing over her shoulder at Frankie, who stood looking dejected.

She had to be here for Sarah, today of all days. Tomorrow, and the days after that…? They would be different.



Meg walked into the kitchen to find her sister stoking the fire that was nearly out.

‘He’s gone, then?’ Sarah said, angrily shoving a poker between the coals. ‘I thought you were going to stay yes to him and stay the night at his posh home. It wouldn’t have been right. All I really want to do right now is to curl up and cry.’

‘It wouldn’t have been right, the two of us stopping in his house alone; besides, I knew that you didn’t want to stay. Come here, give me a hug.’ Meg lifted her sister to her feet. ‘It’s been a hard day for both of us. Mam would have been proud to have seen so many faces in the church. She was well liked.’ Meg held her sister close and kissed the top of her head as she sobbed. ‘Now, come on, enough tears. Mam would not want it. Let’s have a drink, at least. We filled our boots at Frankie’s and will not want much to eat for the rest of the day. I noticed you didn’t hold back on the cream horns!’ She laughed, and dried the tears from Sarah’s young face.

‘I don’t care, they were fiddly and I enjoyed them,’ Sarah smirked.

Meg shook her head. ‘Now, Mam had some relations down South. I’d better put pen to paper and tell them that we’ve lost her. I should’ve told them earlier that she had passed but with everything going on I’ve never got around to it.’

‘Where down South? I’ve never heard of them before.’

‘Somewhere in London. Holborn, I think it’s called. I’ve never met them. She used to say they were from the uppity side and that they’d be disappointed if they knew how low we had come in society.’

Sarah released herself from Meg’s embrace and placed two chipped teacups onto the table. ‘We might be poor, but we have our pride, Mam made sure of that. Can’t you remember her saying that even rich folk fart?’ Sarah said.

Meg stood with her hands on her hips but couldn’t help but grin. ‘Sarah Fairfax, sometimes your mouth is like a gutter! Just think of what you are saying and doing. Especially when we move in with Frankie.’

‘If we move in with Frankie, I won’t be happy. Even though he has a swanky bath and an inside lavvy. He can’t fool me, I don’t like him!’ Sarah said as she got on with making the tea.

Meg scowled at her sister. ‘I give up! Never look a gift horse in the mouth!’

‘Aye, he’s probably saying that, and we all know what gift he’s getting from you,’ Sarah said and then went quietly about her business warming the pot and making the tea. Leaving Meg to worry about her words and whether she was making the right decision when it came to marrying Frankie.
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