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Chapter 1



LEEDS 1898


Meg Fairfax sat at the table and counted the money she was about to take to the bank.


She leaned back in her chair and smiled to herself, remembering the day when she first walked into the bank on Commercial Street. She had been full of nerves and clutching the two pounds that she was to open her bank account with, all in loose change. That had been three years ago, three years of a lot of hard work and heartbreak along the way. Still, now she would have enough money there to do what she had set out to do when she was just sixteen – to buy the bakery that she was still living above, running as a manager and baker for Joe Dinsdale.


Meg looked down at the accounts book that she had kept each day, totting up each penny she made and each payment made to Joe Dinsdale, and felt satisfied. The time was right to purchase the bakery. It had gone from strength to strength thanks to her – and then she could put her fiancé out of his misery and marry him. Poor Frankie, he had been patient and had waited long enough to finally have her as his bride. They were supposed to have married over three years ago but she had delayed, wanting to prove to him and herself that she was just as good if not better than him in business.


She smiled as she drew the string on the money bag to; she was shortly to achieve both of her dreams. But Frankie also had worked hard. Both of them had needed to show that they could run their own business and that, once wed, their union would be an equal partnership. In her short life, Meg had seen too many women obeying their husbands and watching what food they ate, to keep themselves attractive for their men. That life was not for her; she wanted her independence, married or not.


Closing her accounts book she pushed back her chair and peered out of her window. It was early spring. The buds on the lilac tree in the small garden in front of number 2 York Street across from the bakery were just beginning to show after the harsh winter months. Soon the good weather would bring more people sauntering the streets and looking into her bakery’s window. More reason for her to visit Joe now and make her offer to him while trade was slow after Christmas and the cold winter months had kept people in their homes.


Meg reached for her thick woollen cloak and placed the bag of money into her bag. But before she could set out on her mission to do business with her employer she needed to check that her assistant Janet had plenty to do in her absence.


‘Have you mixed the scone dough and placed it into the oven, Janet?’ she enquired of the young lass who was proving to be a real asset to her in the bakery. ‘Customers always like our scones just as fresh as the bread first thing in the morning. I also hope that you have made the mixture half plain and half with currants? Else Mrs Whittaker will only complain if we have no fruit scones and I don’t think I could put up with her complaints today, I’ve so much on my mind.’


Janet nodded. ‘Yes, don’t worry Miss Fairfax, another five minutes and they should be out of the oven – and I have made plain and fruit. Once they are out and the oven is a little cooler I’ll put the sponge cakes in and then the small fancies.’


The young girl had been grateful for the opportunity to work for Meg, who had knocked on the door of Janet’s home on Albert Street one day apparently out of the blue. Meg had rescued her from a life of being in service after hearing from Janet’s mother how much she enjoyed baking. She’d worked at the small bakery now for six months and although Meg expected a lot from her, she was treated and paid well, both much better than she could have made being a skivvy in one of the many grand houses that were now being built in Leeds.


‘That’s good. I don’t know how long I’ll be this morning, Janet. I’ve business with both the bank and Mr Dinsdale. Will you be able to manage on your own?’ Meg asked, knowing full well that Janet was more than capable and that the bakery was in the safe hands of the sensible level-headed girl who was proving to be a Godsend. ‘And I think now is the time, Janet, that you start calling me Meg. You have been so much help to me of late.’ Meg touched her friend and employee’s arm lightly.


‘Yes… Meg, if you are sure. And don’t worry,’ Janet reassured her. ‘The early morning factory rush has been and gone, George has picked up the baking for Mr Dinsdale. Customers will just come in at a steady stream now. You take your time, I know this morning is important for you.’ Janet smiled and looked at the worry on Meg’s face. She knew what was at stake – her employer had confided that she hoped to be the new owner upon her return. ‘Good luck. I hope that you are successful.’ She hesitated for a moment then added, ‘You deserve to own the bakery if I’m not speaking out of turn.’


‘Thank you, Janet, that means a lot.’ Meg reached for her hand and squeezed it tightly then took a deep breath. ‘I’ll need all the luck I can get: a woman doing business in a man’s world always does. Always remember we are just as clever as them, Janet, if not more so.’


Meg gave a last smile to the lass who reminded her so much of herself at that age as she closed the shop’s door behind her. She looked up at the bakery sign above the door. It proclaimed that Joe Dinsdale was the owner, but hopefully on her return she would be ordering a new sign with her own name upon it to put in pride of place.


She stepped out with purpose down the street, acknowledging her neighbours and customers as her heart beat wildly at the thought of the day’s business in front of her. It was a day she had dreamt of for so long that was about to come to fruition, through her hard work and thriftiness.





‘Now then, Meg, I’ve been expecting you,’ Joe Dinsdale said as she arrived. ‘I’ve told George and the other lad not to disturb us. We want nowt with folk coming and going listening to what we are talking about this morning.’ Joe – not just the owner of her bakery but also a string of grocery shops in and around Leeds – stepped back and held the door to his backroom and office open. Meg made her way past queuing customers in the busy grocery shop that everyone in that part of Leeds used. ‘Are you well this morning? It’ll be a big day for you today, but you don’t have to worry,’ Joe said matter-of-factly. ‘We both know what we want and how much we can afford. You’ll not find me unreasonable.’


‘I’m very well, thank you, Mr Dinsdale. And you?’ Meg asked as she pulled her gloves off and sat down in the chair that Joe Dinsdale offered.


‘Isn’t it time you started to call me Joe? After all, we both know you are equal to me in your business skills, else we wouldn’t be sitting down here today discussing the sale of the bakery and shop.’ Joe smiled at the lass. She had made him a small fortune with her baking. He knew that the only right thing to do was to sell her the bakery that had both turned their fortunes for the better.


‘I was always told by my mother to respect my elders and not to call them by their first names,’ Meg said and blushed.


‘Aye, well that was back then and you hardly knew me. I think after working together for nearly three years you can start calling me Joe.’ He smiled and sat down in the chair next to her. ‘Now, let’s not beat around the bush. We both know why we are sitting together this morning. Besides, you look like a bag of nerves. I know that it’s a big amount of money to be talking about for you and I’ll not keep you hanging on with an answer. Did you get my solicitor’s letter, and was the amount acceptable?’


Meg unfolded the solicitor’s letter with all the clauses regarding the purchase of the bakery and shop within it.


‘It is a lot that you are asking,’ Meg pointed out. ‘Will you not come down by another fifty guineas? That would leave me with some equity in my bank, something to fall back upon in case anything goes wrong?’ Her hand was shaking as she looked down at the letter and the price written upon it for the bakery. She knew Joe Dinsdale had only paid a quarter of the sum he’d named to Ted Lund, the original owner.


‘You’ll not be short of a bob or two once you’ve got that fella of yours married,’ Joe laughed. ‘I hear he’s bought another bakery in Ilkley. Surely he’ll be there to help you out?’


Meg’s face clouded over. ‘This is nothing to do with him,’ she said firmly. ‘This is my bakery, you should know that he’ll not be interested in it. If I marry him he will be my partner but I’ll still run it as I do at the moment.’ After a moment, Meg added sharply, ‘Frankie has no time for the “little run-down bakery on the back streets”, as he calls it. He is too busy courting the rich and famous with his fancy patisserie.’


‘Aye, that’s what I maybe thought, but I had to make sure he wasn’t going to be involved in the sale else I’d be asking full price,’ Joe admitted. ‘I was nobbut asking. Are you in agreement with supplying me still at cost price. You know I’ve just bought another shop on Wakefield Street? I’ll be wanting baking for there as well as here and my other.’


‘As long as you take into account the price of goods and what I have to pay for them,’ Meg replied, knowing she wouldn’t have dared speak to Joe in this way a few years ago when they first went into business together. ‘I’ve got Janet working for me now, I’ve her wages to pay so there’ll need to be a small charge on top of the cost price. Else I’d be losing brass.’


‘And you’ll still get main of your ingredients from me?’ Joe confirmed.


‘Aye, it works, why should I change it? George delivers and collects and is always punctual. It’s in both our interests to trade with one another.’


Joe sniggered. ‘It’s in George’s interest and all,’ he told her. ‘He’s sweet on that new lass of yours, and she’s all he’s talked about lately.’ Joe sat back in his chair and looked across at Meg. ‘Tha knows lass, you know how to do business, you always have. Go on I’ll accept a fifty less. Five fifty and it’s all yours with my blessing although you have robbed me blind! You’ve earned every piece of brick and mortar. I just hope you can manage it all on your own.’


‘Oh, I’ll do that alright, Mr Dinsdale.’ Meg beamed and could have hugged him.


‘It’s Joe now!’ her now-former landlord reminded her. ‘You are in business now, lass. Now make sure you’ve enough money in the bank and I’ll get my solicitor to hand over the deeds to you once you’ve paid up. I knew you’d buy it from me the moment I made you the manager and I’m glad that you have. I know nowt about baking, except that I like eating it. Perhaps a little too much.’ Joe patted his stomach and held his hand out to be shaken.


‘Thank you, thank you… Joe,’ she said hesitantly. ‘I’m so glad that it’s mine at long last.’ She smiled and felt as if she could burst with the good news that the bakery was to be hers.


‘Who’s else could it have been lass? That bakery was made for you,’ Joe told her as she made for the door.


He smiled to himself. At long last he’d put right the wrong that Ted Lund had done to the lass and he was happy for her.





A little later, Meg sat in front of the manager of the bank, feeling nervous as she wrote the cheque out for her property. She had never held a cheque book before and this was the first cheque she had ever written, never really dreaming of having that much money, let alone be signing it away to Joe Dinsdale for the purchase of his business. Her hand trembled as she wrote down the amount in numbers and then in letters, looking up at the manager as he made sure she made no mistakes.


‘That’s it. Now you need to sign it with your signature right there at the bottom and then we will authorize it with this stamp and it is ready to be handed over in payment of your property.’ The bank manager looked across at the young woman. She had been as regular as clockwork with payments into her account and he admired her sharp mind and good head for figures. ‘Now tear the cheque out and keep the rest in the book for if you need to pay for anything large in the future. Just do what you have done today, and, providing there is money in your account, we will honour the cheque.’


‘Oh, I’ll always have money in the bank, you can be certain of that,’ Meg told the manager. ‘I wouldn’t dare not to have, that’s how you end up in debtor’s prison.’


‘That’s not done anymore my dear,’ the manager told her, ‘but, if we had to, we would declare you bankrupt and perhaps demand that you sold your property in order to pay us back.’ He gave her a kindly smile. ‘However, I know it will never come to that with you, unlike some of our other clients. I know you to be very astute with your business and I hope that we can be of further service to you.’


Meg rose from her chair and the manager held his hand out. She took it and shook it feeling very important; she’d never been asked to shake hands with a bank manager before. The smile didn’t leave her face as she left the bank with the cheque ready to give to Joe Dinsdale’s solicitor.


She was a proper businesswoman, she thought to herself. Her own boss with nobody to tell her what to do – something that she had only dreamed of in the past.










Chapter 2


Frankie Pearson sat at his desk and looked at the pile of invoices that he was about to pay. His businesses were thriving but his overheads and bills were constantly rising.


Now the owner of three patisseries, Frankie’s life was filled with the running of them. He no longer baked every day in his busy bakeries; instead, he employed two pastry chefs, one from as far away as Paris, the other from London. They had to be paid along with the rest of the staff who worked in his patisseries.


He sometimes envied his fiancée, Meg. She had such a simple lifestyle, running her dilapidated bakery on the back streets, but just why she wanted to waste her hard-earned money on such an outdated business he could never understand. He shook his head as he thought about her: she’d been adamant she wouldn’t marry him until she had bought the place, wanting to prove to herself and him that she could stand on her own two feet and had no need of marriage to protect and shelter her like a lot of women. She had postponed their marriage at least twice, but perhaps now she would name a date – after all, she was to sign for the bakery that morning. Looking at the clock on the mantelpiece, he realized the deal should have been struck by now.


He signed another cheque in payment of his accounts. He hoped that there was enough money in the business account to pay for it. Plenty of money came into his account, but with him dealing with the wealthier of society they took their time to pay. A patisserie bill was low down on their priorities, so sometimes it got to six months before they settled their affairs with him. However, it was not polite to be seen chasing the money owed to him, so he accepted his lot rather than lose the patronage of the great and good.


Frankie put his pen down as he heard the door being answered by Ada, his maid. He smiled as he heard Meg’s voice ask where he was.


‘Ma cherie, you sound excited,’ he said, as he came out into the hallway. ‘I take it the deal has been done, and now you are the owner of your own bakery?’ He smiled as Meg removed her hat and gave it to his maid and with a big beam on her face came over and kissed him on the cheek.


‘Yes, my bakery is now my own, I’ve just paid and signed for it,’ Meg confirmed. ‘Can you believe it, I own my own bakery? Me! Who never had a penny to my name a few years back? I’m so excited! The things that I can do now will be nobody’s business.’


Meg flopped down on the chaise longue next to the window but even in her excitement she could see the worry on Frankie’s face as he closed his roll-top desk, obviously not wanting her to see the pile of unpaid bills that he was wading through.


‘Is everything alright?’ she asked.


Frankie forced a smile, then made his way over to sit next to her. ‘Everything’s fine, ma cherie. I’m happy for you. I’ve just been seeing to my monthly accounts – they take some managing now that I have the accounts for three shops. So, just ignore me. You know how I am around accounts and paperwork. Unlike yourself, I find it a chore.’


‘You are sure? Everything is alright, isn’t it? You keep telling me all the bakeries are just as successful as one another and that you are run off your feet.’ Meg’s ecstatic smile faded. She knew to the last penny what she was worth but Frankie’s affairs were another matter. ‘I’ll never have the same problems as you as my customers buy what they can afford and pay at the same time. I made it obvious from the start that I wasn’t going to give anyone tick. That way there is no embarrassment for them or me. I’d not sleep of a night if people owed me a lot every month.’


Meg was a little annoyed that the glory of her big day of signing had been taken away with Frankie moidering about his accounts once again. ‘I know the society that you deal with just decides that they can pay when they want,’ she said trying to be understanding, even if it was a way of doing business that would never work for her.


‘Yes, you have to hold your nerve but people usually pay up. It is a matter of just when!’ Frankie reached for Meg’s hand. ‘Now, let us change the subject.’ He smiled, leaned forward and kissed her lightly on the lips. ‘Now, that you are a woman of property and have your own business, can we please set a date for our wedding? I’ve been patient and understanding seeing that the bakery meant so much to you but now I need you as my wife and I won’t take any more delay.’ He squeezed her hand again.


‘I promised, didn’t I, that once I had secured the bakery as my own, I would marry you,’ Meg agreed. ‘So, yes, Frankie Pearson, I will now marry you. You have waited long enough for me to decide upon a definite date and wear your wedding ring.’ Meg sat back and curled up under his arm feeling secure and loved as he kissed her head. ‘How about a wedding in September, just before the cold winds of autumn start and while the chrysanthemums are in bloom for the church and my bouquet?’ Meg looked up at him and smiled. ‘I did promise and I do love you so much. I am ready for marriage now.’


Frankie’s smile lit up the room. ‘I thought that you were never going to set a date with me,’ he admitted. ‘September it is then, my love. We will go and see the vicar as soon as possible and fix a date. I’m not going to let you change your mind this time. My wedding ring will be going on that finger of yours this time.’ Frankie picked her left hand up and kissed it gently. ‘Today’s quite a day for you, Meg Fairfax, a business bought and a date set for your marriage. What more could you wish for?’ He kissed her again.


‘News from my sister, Sarah,’ Meg said with a tinge of sadness. ‘Just to know that she is safe and well. It’s been so long since she wrote to me and she is no longer at the address with the Hopkirks. Her letters keep getting returned.’ Meg pulled her handkerchief out to blow her nose. ‘I do nothing but worry about her. I know she will eventually let me know where she is. She did say the last time she wrote that after the last winter season in the music hall she might be looking for somewhere else to go. It’s just not knowing where she is and if all is well.’ Meg tried to smile as she looked up at Frankie.


‘Your Sarah has been able to look after herself ever since I first met you. I’m sure she will be fine and will be writing to you shortly.’ Frankie had had many a conversation over Meg’s stubborn-headed sister and was not about to let her be a reason to put his wedding date off. He tried to take Meg’s mind off the elusive Sarah, who always seemed to be courting adventure and danger. ‘Now, which church are we to be married at? Saint Mary’s or my local church here at Headingley? To be honest, it makes no difference to me.’


‘It makes no difference to me either,’ Meg told him, ‘but I would perhaps prefer to be married at my local church. I know it’s silly but I think my mother will be watching us from Heaven above, seeing she is laid to rest in the churchyard there.’


Frankie leaned down and kissed her again as she wiped a tear away from her eye.


‘Then Saint Mary’s it is. I’ll see the vicar to arrange the ceremony and no doubt he will want to see you so it will be more convenient for you anyway. I’ve waited so long to walk down the aisle with you on my arm, I can’t quite believe that we are to actually set a date for our big day. At least people can’t say that we have rushed into it and that our love must be strong.’


‘I know, I’ve made you wait, but I wanted for the time to be right for both of us and of course the time to be right for us to have children if we are blessed with them. I’m sorry.’


The clock struck one, and Meg realized that she had been away from the shop too long. ‘I’ll have to go. Janet will be wanting to go home, I didn’t realize that was the time.’


Frankie stood up as Meg made her way to the doorway. ‘Then I will visit you when I’ve set the date in September with the vicar in mid-week. Until then, I’ll be thinking of you each and every minute, my love.’


‘And I you, my dear. I can’t wait to tell Janet that I am the new owner of the bakery and it will be my name that will be going up over the doorway.’ Meg’s grin returned as Ada brought her hat and cape.


‘Surely it would be more prudent to wait until we are married to put up a new board over the doorway then it could read Pearson’s Bakery? You would be part of my business then as it should be,’ Frankie said.


Meg fastened her cape then turned to look firmly at him.


‘No, it is my bakery, Frankie. I’ll keep it in my name and run it myself. After all, it is a backstreet bakery and is nowhere near your posh standards. Horses for courses, Frankie –isn’t that what you have always said? Just because I’m to marry doesn’t mean I’m going to stop working.’ Meg kissed him on the cheek. ‘Don’t worry, I can be married and run a business too. You’ll not be a neglected husband and when children come along, well I’m sure we will come to some arrangement.’


‘We’ll see, my dear,’ Frankie said and returned her kiss. That wasn’t what he had planned. York Street was changing. The occupants were beginning to be more affluent, and it was the ideal place for a new patisserie, in the bakery already owned by his wife-to-be.


‘Yes, we will see. But now I must go. I hope there’s a carriage free on the street corner else I am going to be late for Janet.’


As she walked to the door, Meg was resolute. The bakery on York Street would have her name above the door, not Frankie’s. Even though she did love him, it was hers. She had not worked so hard to buy it just to see someone else’s name there. She would paint MEG’S BAKERY in bright letters, then it would be in her name, either married or single.





Meg sat back in her carriage and wished the horse and driver would go faster. It was getting near two and now they had come to a standstill as they reached the Headrow. She shouted up to the hackney cab driver to see why there were so many horses and carriages blocking their way.


‘I’m sorry, ma’am, it’s those bloody women again, they are marching down the Headrow with their banners and the like,’ the driver shouted back down. ‘They are a bloody nuisance. They want to be back home cooking dinner for their men and looking after the house. It’s alright these mill lasses wanting more pay and better working conditions, but I wish I could do the same. I’ve all on to keep my family fed and all. The world’s gone mad, women, shouting and yelling and making fools of themselves, when they should be back at home or making some money for their families.’ The driver pushed the horse on a little as they reached the corner of the Headrow.


Meg sat back in her seat and smiled. Things were changing. Women were wanting more independence and she agreed with that, although she did not let her feelings be known to the carriage driver. He obviously believed that women should be still tied to the kitchen sink!


‘Come and join us, sister, come and make your voice heard,’ a well-dressed woman, a flowered hat on her head, pleaded with her as the driver ploughed his way forward and swore at them all. Meg didn’t respond, but sat back in her seat and thought about the commitment she could feel in the eyes that had stared at her for that brief moment.


She sympathized with the movement: men did have too much say in women’s lives and they weren’t treated as equals. She thought about Frankie automatically thinking that once they were married her bakery would come under his ownership. She’d been right to make him wait, and now the deeds were being written in her name she would never let him own it. It would be her inheritance to their children and she would still run it with the aid of a manager. She certainly would not hand over her business to Frankie – he could barely manage to run the ones he already had, although he thought that she did not know the extent of the problems. He tried to keep his affairs to himself but she knew that he was always struggling to pay his creditors. The trouble was that he pretended to be something that he wasn’t and portrayed himself to everyone as the rich successful patisserie owner when he actually depended on every penny from his rich and wealthy clientele. Once she was married to him, she would try to bring a little order to his accounts – if she was allowed.


Meg sighed as the cab driver finally turned down York Street. She smiled at her small bakery that was so loved and cared for – and would look even better, she thought, with its new sign.


‘Thank you.’ Meg passed payment to the cab driver and he doffed his cap to her.


‘Sorry for the delay, miss. As I say, those women held us up, else I would have had you home earlier.’ He grunted as he climbed up the steps of the cab and flicked the reins of his horse across its back.


Those women were brave to show their true colours, Meg thought as she saw Janet watching from within the bakery, waiting to go home. If she had the nerve she would be standing with them instead of putting her head down and not commenting.


She pushed the bakery door open and heard the shop bell jingle. The sound made her grin: she now owned the bell, the shop and the bakery. It was all hers, and nobody could take it away from her.


Janet looked on with anticipation at hopefully the good news that she was expecting to hear. ‘Well! Did you do it? Is it yours?’ she asked, excitement in her voice as she untied her apron strings and saw the look of happiness on her boss’s face.


Meg beamed. ‘I did, Janet, it is now Meg’s Bakery. I still can’t believe it. Every nook and cranny of this old place is mine. Isn’t that just wonderful?’


‘It is indeed, Meg. You have done ever so well since you started here. A woman to be admired, I’d say. I knew that from the minute that I came to work for you. Every day you were so determined to make the bakery pay and you have learned me so much since I came to work for you.’


‘Thank you, Janet. You didn’t take much training – you had a love of baking just like me when you first came to me and learning you new things was easy. I hope that you’ll be working for me for many years to come. I’ll need a steady hand running my business when I marry Mr Pearson.’ Meg smiled. ‘Not only have I bought the bakery but I’ve put poor Frankie out of his misery – I’ve agreed to marry him this autumn. He is to fix a date with the vicar this week.’


‘Congratulations, I am so glad,’ Janet said. ‘The poor man must have asked you a million times for a date to be set only to be rebuffed.’ She stepped forward and stopped for a moment before she plucked up the courage to put her arms around her employer for a reserved hug.


‘Yes, but that doesn’t mean that I am to let him run my bakery. It will still be mine. I’ve made that very plain to him, so I will still need your help. Even more so if we are lucky enough to be blessed with family.’ Meg passed Janet her coat from the stand next to the bakery door and watched her put it on.


‘But will Mr Pearson be happy with that? Surely you should hand it over to him?’ Janet asked, perplexed at the idea of a wife doing anything other than pass the business to her husband.


‘I love Frankie dearly but I will always run my own business,’ Meg replied firmly. ‘Besides, he has enough on his plate with his own little empire. Now, you’ve dallied long enough waiting for my return, Janet, go and look after that family of yours. Your mother will be missing you as she waits for the return of your brothers and sisters from school. I trust they are all well?’ Janet was the oldest of six children, and although her father and mother were both at work she knew they struggled with their bills.


‘Yes, thank you, poor but hearty as my mother says. Like most people.’ Janet hesitated at the bakery door. ‘Your friend Daisy called by when you were out. She said she would call back later this afternoon on your return. She looked worried.’ Janet hesitated again before adding, ‘I do feel sorry for her and the baby.’ She shook her head as she closed the door behind her.


Meg watched Janet almost run down the cobbled road back home and thought about poor Daisy and the trouble she was in. Her friend, no doubt, would be back later, like she was every day after closing. Since she had been down on her luck, she was living off Meg’s leftovers each day.


The tables had turned since they had first met. Now it was Meg’s turn to look after her closest friend. Society had turned its back on Daisy, and abandoned her when she became an unwed mother with a baby by a respectable married man. Nothing better than a whore, she had heard whispered, but Meg knew better. Daisy had been a woman in love, let down by the man who had said he loved her but abandoned her once she was carrying his child. It was the same old story, Meg thought: men could do what they wanted but women had to know their place.


She started to clear the shelves of the unsold morning’s bread and discounted it in a large woven basket next to the door. Every time she did that it reminded her of Ted Lund, the original owner, who would have sold the loaves of bread as being fresh for at least two more days and then they would have been filled with sawdust to boot.


Things really had changed since she first worked there and they were about to change again now that she owned it. She had made sure there was some money left over for improvements. One was replacing the wooden oven with gas. Her fear of gas had abated and besides, the ovens were advertised now as being much safer. The gas pipeline had been laid down York Street and it was time for her to take advantage of the resource and make life easier for her and Janet. Lighting a switch in the morning would be so much simpler than firing up the oven at an unearthly hour with coal and wood – and besides that, she could put gas lighting in every room. Then she could offer Janet her rooms to rent if she wanted peace from her family. Or dare she even imagine, her sister Sarah, returning from London one day, would actually need the rooms. Either way, the rooms above the bakery would be empty once Meg had married Frankie and moved out.


Meg’s thoughts turned to her sister. There wasn’t an hour in the day when she didn’t think about her and she was getting more and more concerned about her whereabouts. Not hearing from her for so long was worrying and unlike Sarah, even though she had a mind of her own and had never confided in Meg that deeply.


The sight of Daisy waving at her through the bakery window brought her out of her reverie. She opened the bakery door and said hello to her friend and her babe-in-arms.


‘Lord, I’m glad I caught you,’ Daisy said with relief. ‘Did Janet tell you that I’ve already been in? I thought she finished at 1?’ As her baby son placed his small hand outside his blanket and started to bawl and shriek, Daisy joggled him to keep him quiet. ‘I swear he knows when I’m having it hard, he’s never shut up this morning.’


‘He knows that you are worried and stressed. Give him here to me and come on through to the bakery. I’ll turn my closed notice for a while. The main rush has gone – it will be just those going home from finishing work at the mills that will call in on their way back home in another hour or so.’ Meg came from behind the counter and turned her shop sign over then took the bundle from Daisy.


‘I swear I could throw him in the cut some days,’ Daisy said, a note of panic in her voice. ‘My life’s worth bugger all since he came on the scene. Tom wants nowt to do with me, I can’t work. My mother daren’t have him because my father says I’ve made my bed and I must lie on it, so all I do is try to keep alive and keep the roof over our heads with the bit of mending that I can do when he is asleep.’ She swept a tear away from her eyes and looked at her three-month-old son who instantly stopped crying once he knew he was secure in Meg’s arms. ‘See – he knows that I don’t love him,’ Daisy sobbed, as she followed Meg into the back room.


‘He knows you are upset,’ Meg replied. ‘Babies sense things. Now, come on, I’ll make you a brew and a sandwich. You know I’ll help whenever I can. You can grab a loaf from out of the basket before you go and here’s a Victoria Sandwich that’s past its best as a treat. I was going to have it but I’d rather you were fed.’


Meg looked down at the baby dozing in her arms as Daisy placed the kettle on the open fire and took the chair next to it, where Ted Lund used to sit. ‘Here take him now. He’s gone to sleep, he likes the warmth and smell of the bakery.’ Meg passed the precious bundle back to Daisy so that she could make sure that her best friend was fed for the day.


Everyone had foreseen Daisy’s future. Everyone, that is, except Daisy herself who was now feeling sorry for herself, left high and dry after Tom Askew had abandoned her as his fancy woman once she had become pregnant by him. However, Meg realized that there was worse to come yet. Who knew how long Tom would continue paying for the upkeep of a house for Daisy now they were no longer together? She could see Daisy being thrown out upon the streets as her parents had washed their hands of her. Perhaps she should offer the rooms upstairs to Daisy once she was married – but then quickly thought better of it. Much as she loved her friend, she didn’t want a baby crying night and day above the bakery or Daisy entertaining strange men at all hours. Incredibly, even now with a baby on her hip, she hadn’t learned her lesson and still flirted with any man who gave her time of day. Maybe best not even to let the idea get into her head about moving in at the bakery…


With that in mind, Meg decided not to tell Daisy that her and Frankie’s wedding day was about to be set. She brewed the tea and placed a ham sandwich in front of her friend.


‘You are a good’en, lass,’ Daisy said gratefully. ‘This will stop my belly from growling.’ Daisy ate the sandwich then rocked her baby as she looked into the fire. An old refrain crossed her lips, one Meg had heard many times over the past few months. ‘I never thought I’d get caught,’ Daisy muttered. ‘And then the bastard didn’t want owt to do with me. I thought he loved me.’


‘Well if it’s any consolation, like I’ve said, I thought Tom Askew would have stood by you, but he was married. No matter what he said, you should have known his wife and family would come first.’ Meg sighed. ‘You’ll be alright. Charlie here will soon grow up and then you’ll be able to go back to work, providing that you behave yourself and don’t end up with another fella.’


‘Another fella?’ Daisy laughed bitterly. ‘I wish that they’d all burn in hell. None of them are worth owt.’


‘Oh, aye, so it wasn’t you that I saw leaning on the corner and flirting with the rat-catcher when he came up our street?’ Daisy had clearly not realized she’d been seen – Meg saw a flush rise on her face.


‘That was different, that was a bit of business,’ she said hastily and put her cup down.


‘Got rats in your bedroom, eh! All I’m saying is be careful! Folk talk and I’m not having you put yourself in danger,’ Meg said trying not to preach to her best friend.


‘No, I know, it was just a one-off and Lord, did he stink! I swear I’ll never have him back in my bed. Besides, I think I may have got myself a proper new fella but I’m not saying much more, I don’t want to jinx it.’ Daisy sat back more content with her stomach full and baby Charlie asleep in her arms.


So much for having owt to do with any of them, Meg thought. ‘There’s no helping you, lass, is there? Just leave the men alone.’ Meg looked at her best friend. ‘Anyway, you’ve forgotten, haven’t you, what I was going to do today?’ Meg grinned as Daisy tried to recall their previous conversation.


‘Oh, Lord, I forgot,’ Daisy said, honest regret on her face. ‘This little bugger makes me forget what day it is let alone what anybody else is up to. Well! Did you do it? Is old Ted Lund’s bakery finally yours?’ Daisy knew the answer before Meg replied from the look on her face.


‘It is. I signed for it this morning. The deeds are now in my name. This is all mine. Can you believe it?’ Meg grinned, proud at what she had achieved in such a short space of time.


‘Aye, I can believe it, you always were the sensible one, and I should be more like you. Now I suppose you’ll be marrying Frankie and you’ll both live happily ever after, while I live with my shame.’ Daisy looked down at the sleeping baby. ‘When he’s like this, I love him, but when he’s twisting and crying I’m lost and I feel so low.’


‘Oh Daisy, it will get better as he grows, he’ll not be a baby forever… and you never know, Tom might come back into your life,’ Meg said knowing full well that Daisy still loved her fancy man from the mill, no matter what he had done.


‘No, he can stop with the fat cow he’s married to. If he can’t support his son now he need never bother. I’ll raise him on my own. As long as you will always be there for me, I’ll cope.’


Daisy closed her eyes and felt herself drifting off to sleep knowing that she and Charlie were fed, warm and safe.


‘Have forty winks here in the chair while I clean the floor in the shop,’ Meg said quietly.


‘No, I’ll go back and put him down properly. I might be lucky and get an hour to myself.’ Daisy lifted her baby gently and carried him through to the shop. ‘Thanks for being there for me. You are the only one that understands.’


Meg passed her a loaf of bread and the Victoria Sponge and Daisy balanced food and baby as she stepped out into the street.


‘All we women understand that we could all have been in the same situation as you and it’s more luck than good planning that we aren’t. However, a lot choose to be hypocrites, so take no notice of their looks and snipes. You know I’ll always be here for you Daisy, just like you were when I needed you.’


‘Ta, pet, that means a lot to me,’ Daisy said and then made her way back down the street with the baby still asleep in her arms.


Meg watched her and knew that she’d be back another day for free bread and an ear to listen to her woes. Daisy had confirmed what she’d heard on the street – she was selling herself to any man that offered her a few pennies and her reputation was only going to get worse. Meg shook her head: she could never do that, she had too much pride.


She hoped that the new man in Daisy’s life, whoever he might be, was not just using her. Frankie knew just how far he could go without being told sternly no and they had been engaged all these months. Poor Frankie must be frustrated with her sometimes, but she was in control of her body and her future, not him, and although she knew Frankie would never have left her pregnant, it had happened to many a young woman before. She was her own woman and that was how it was going to be if she had her way.










Chapter 3


Sarah Fairfax lay in her bed and closed her eyes. Just another few minutes, she thought as she heard Sam stirring.


‘Come on lazy bones, stir your shanks, the tide will be coming back in if you don’t get a move on and you’ll have missed the day’s best pickings,’ Sam called. ‘Move, and then you can go and see what you can pick up around Covent Garden – just watch out for the peelers.’ Sarah felt a sharp dig in her ribs as he poked her into action.


‘Leave me be, another ten minutes won’t make any difference,’ she mumbled and rolled over on the makeshift bed filled with straw. Then she rubbed her eyes as the dawn’s early light shone through the filthy windows of the ramshackle room that she shared with Sam Waites, a cockney lad she had met after leaving the employment of Larry Hopkirk, who was as down on his luck as her.


‘Them Fulham gang will get any worth out and they’ll give you a good hiding if they find you on their patch. You know what they are like, from last time you came head to head. I’d to show ’em what I was really made of. Now shift!’ Sam said sharply and pulled the one cover that she had on her off onto the floor.


‘For God’s sake, Sam, I never get any peace,’ Sarah complained but swung her legs out of the bed. She put her feet into her boots and bent down to lace them tight. She’d not bothered to undress; it made no difference whether she kept herself clean and tidy, nobody was bothered about her. She yelled at Sam to turn around and not watch her as she relieved herself in the pee pot from under her bed.


‘I don’t know why I should, I’ve seen all that you’ve got plenty of times. Having a piss is what everybody does. I ain’t bothered if you watch me,’ Sam said, although he did turn round to grab a sailor’s kitbag, which he pulled across his shoulder ready for the day’s pickings that the tide had left behind on the bank of the Thames. ‘You go down to the usual spot around Millers Wharf and I’ll do down by the Tower. Nobody likes that stretch, what with the Thames peelers and the Customs House just after the bend, but keep your head down.’


Sam turned back to face the lass he had found freezing and hungry on the uncaring streets of his home city. He’d taken a liking to her and offered her shelter and food in payment for her help.


‘I suppose there’s nowt to eat?’ Sarah asked as she pulled her drawers up and fastened them.


‘You think right. I’ll meet you on Southwark Bridge and then if we’ve had good pickings we’ll get a muffin or two from Old Bart. He fancies you – he’ll give you one for nothing if you give him a quick peck.’ Sam grinned at Sarah as he opened the door onto the busy dockland street where they both lived.


‘You mind what you are doing,’ he reminded her. ‘I know it’s usually good pickings on that bend of the river but it’s not worth aggravating those bluebottles by mudlarking right under their noses.’


Sarah yawned and pulled a shawl around her shoulders as he pulled the door to, leaving her looking around the shoddy place they called home and trying to forget the empty feeling she had in her belly. It might just be four walls with a bed, table and chairs, but it was better than walking the streets like she had found herself doing when she had stupidly walked out of the household of the couple who had treated her no better than a dog.


Music-hall entertainer Larry Hopkirk and his wife had promised Sarah everything to encourage her to leave Leeds and come down to London with them, but it turned out that they had just needed her to be their scullery maid in a household of bullies and snotty cows, all of whom Sarah had learned to hate with a vengeance. Her home, just off George Street behind the South Quays of London’s Docklands, might not be of the finest quality, but she answered to nobody, and she had Sam to watch her back in a city that cared not if you lived or died.


Sarah shook her head and brushed away a tear, remembering her sister Meg, who had tried to do her best for her young sister and whom Sarah had just taken for granted. Now she longed to see her face and even hear her chastizing her. She’d even beg forgiveness from Frankie, her intended, who she had hated so much in the past. She knew now that although they had nothing compared to some in Leeds, it was a lot more than she had now in the hovel she called home, with only a pickpocket friend for company.


Sam was a lot harder than Harry, the lad that she used to love who had lived next door to them. Sam carried a knife and he’d not think twice if he was forced to use it. He was also good with his fists and although he had started sleeping alongside Sarah, so far he had not touched her in any way. She knew sooner or later it would all end in tears, but for now, he kept her fed and a roof over her head, of sorts.


She sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve. It was no good feeling maudlin: the dawn was creeping its fingers over the never-sleeping city, so it was time for her to go down to the banks of the Thames. There she could look for treasures lost overboard from the many boats and ships that sailed the mighty waters of the busiest river in the world.


Every day Sarah set out in the hope of finding something that would change her life but so far she had just found the odd silver spoon, lost overboard by a careless captain; exotic fruits, dropped by careless dockworkers; and the general nick-nacks that were lost or thrown into the Thames. Later that day she would risk her life pickpocketing with Sam around Covent Garden and the streets leading away from the busy market. That was where the money would be made to feed them both, but also where they risked being caught by the peelers or even worse, attacked by their victim.
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