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Chapter 1


She saw him the moment she entered the ballroom and her first thought as their eyes met was, it really does happen! She had read many novels, most recently Diana of the Crossways by Mr Meredith where the hero and heroine fell in love at first sight. Though like most young women she was a romantic at heart she had not believed it could really happen. She was wrong!


      He was one of the cavalry officers leaning against the far wall. A table ran along its length, laden with bottles of champagne, Madeira, sherry, cut-crystal bowls containing punch and dozens of matching glasses waiting to be filled by uniformed flunkeys wearing white wigs and stockings. He was drinking champagne, an expression of utter boredom on his indecently handsome face, an expression that altered dramatically when his eyes met hers. He was dark, dark as the gypsies who wandered through the villages scattered about St Helens, selling pegs and sprigs of heather and offering to tell your fortune if you crossed their palms with silver. His hair was almost black, like the smooth wing of a blackbird, but it was his eyes that held her attention. They were a vivid, startling blue, heavily fringed with thick black lashes above which his eyebrows swooped fiercely. The shade of blue was one she had never before seen, at least in a man’s eyes. It was the colour of the speedwell that grew in the wall at home, or was it the cornflowers that carpeted the meadows surrounding the park in which Lantern Hill stood? She didn’t know, nor did she care, for he was the most beautiful young man she had ever seen.


      As was always the case when the family entered the ballroom, or indeed any room, the two young daughters became the focus of everyone’s scrutiny, male or female. They walked a little way ahead of their parents, though walking hardly described the way they moved, for they seemed to glide effortlessly, their expensively shod feet barely touching the polished ballroom floor.


      “Great God, Dicky,” drawled the tall, immaculately turned-out cavalry officer whose glance had captured one of them, “who is that glorious creature?”


      “Which one?”


      “Well, either would do but I must admit to being rather smitten with the one in the pink dress.”


      “My dear chap, you have as much chance of dancing with Mrs Langtry as you have of getting one of those two beauties on the floor. Their father is like a dragon and well known for his animosity to any man who shows an interest in them. Their would-be suitors are legion.”


      “I saw her once, you know, when she was in her prime.”


      “Who?”


      “The Jersey Lily. God, she was sublime, but these two compare very favourably, particularly the one in pink.” The officer drew deeply on his cigar and his eyes narrowed speculatively but Dicky laid a cautionary hand on his arm.


      “Hugh, I’m warning you, don’t go charging in there in your usual high-handed fashion. Not unless you want a bloody nose from their father. He has a fiendish temper. Find someone who knows them and ask to be properly introduced.”


      “Who are they? Their names, man?”


      “They’re the Goodwin twins, Beth and Milly. The most popular and eligible young women in Lancashire. Not only are they lovely but they will be very wealthy, for their father owns God knows how many factories, glass works, brick works and other business concerns too numerous to mention.”


      “Of the manufacturing class then?”


      “Yes, and he’s aiming for a member of the peerage at the very least for both of them. Come to think of it you might have a chance. But you’d have to mind your manners.”


      “Would I, by jove! Well, I can be very charming when I choose, Dicky, old boy and—”


      “Here’s a chap who might be able to help you,” Dicky interrupted as a third officer joined them, as tall as they were and, like them, wearing the full dress uniform of their regiment, the 3rd Battalion of the King’s Regiment (St Helens), which was stationed near Longworth. His scarlet jacket had a high collar cut square in front and hooked closely beneath his proudly lifted chin. Gold braid adorned it and the blue facing of the cuffs. A blue sash was draped over his left shoulder, ending in a fringe level with the bottom of his tunic. His trousers were dark blue with a gold stripe down the outside of each leg and a red leather belt was strapped to his lean waist. His buttons gleamed, as did his eyes, and his teeth shone white in his brown face, for the regiment had only recently returned from Egypt to where the army had retreated after the fall of Khartoum two years ago. His brother officers, many of whom were dancing, were just as colourfully and magnificently turned out, surpassing even the fashionable and expensively dressed ladies. He was attractive, his hair the colour of dark chocolate, straight and heavy and, since he despised the pomade most of the gentlemen of the day used, was always falling over his brow. He was tall, wide-shouldered, his waist and hips slender and his long legs were in perfect proportion to the rest of his body.


      “Help you with what, Hugh?” he enquired languidly, for it was the fashion among the officers to be languid.


      “You know the Goodwin family, don’t you, Todd? Aren’t you connected with them in some way?”


      Lieutenant Todd Woodruff smiled as he reached for a glass of champagne, taking a sip before he answered. “I am. My mother is their housekeeper and has been for many years. I was brought up with Beth and Milly and it’s thanks to Noah Goodwin I was able to buy my commission.”


      “You don’t say, old boy. How very intriguing,” drawled Captain Hugh Charles Thornley, sixteenth baron in a line that stretched back into the dim and distant days of Henry VII and who to his knowledge had never had anything to do with the son of a housekeeper. Each baron had married money and once there had been land in Cheshire, Yorkshire and Scotland, but all that had gone, along with their great wealth, gambled away by this man’s father. All they owned now was their ancestral home at Thornley Green and the rents that the land provided. Hugh, Lord Thornley had chosen the army as his career. Generations of Thornleys had been distinguished for their military prowess. Indeed he himself had fought courageously in the Boer War six years ago. He was recklessly daring, wild and dashing, seemingly unaware of danger to himself and the men he led, and his mother repeatedly begged him to come home and look after his inheritance but so far he had resisted. Though it caused great hardship Lady Thornley managed to supply him with a small allowance just big enough to pay his mess bills. He was a gambler, like his father, but, unlike his father, a lucky one and so far what he won kept him in the style expected of a captain in a cavalry regiment. Since he had reached the age of eighteen his mother had been on the lookout for a suitable, wealthy young bride for him. Of his own class, naturally, which was well bred, well polished, privileged and cultured. None she had presented for his inspection had yet met his high standards!


      “Perhaps you could present me to them,” he drawled, helping himself to another glass of champagne. He had been aware that Todd Woodruff came from a less privileged background than his own, but then didn’t all his brother officers? He was not at all sure he cared to be associated with a man whose mother was a mere housekeeper. Still, if it got him into the group of laughing, chattering guests, one of whose daughters he had taken a fancy to he knew he must remain civil. Once he had her on the ballroom floor he would have no need to remain with them. He would whisk her off to some quiet corner with a bottle of champagne and two glasses and engage in the dalliance that was the stuff of life to him!


      The party of five that had entered the room was soon surrounded by a dozen people, most of them elderly, for Abby and Noah Goodwin, Abby forty and Noah approaching fifty, had a great many friends. Besides the two exquisite girls and their parents there was a man who seemed to be in his late twenties or early thirties. He was tall, lean, with an athlete’s build, and those who had visited the great seaport of Liverpool and seen the diverse nationalities that passed through it would not have been mistaken in thinking that he had a Nordic background. His thick, curling hair was so fair as to be almost silver and his eyes were the deep, dark aquamarine of a Norwegian fjord. He was not handsome in the accepted sense, but his face was pleasantly good-humoured with a wide, mobile mouth that appeared to be always on the verge of a smile.


      The party gathered round a table where a white-haired gentleman and a pretty, elderly lady smiled up at them, the lady putting an affectionate hand on Abby Goodwin’s arm. Abby, who herself was still very lovely at the age of forty, sat down on a velvet and gilt chair beside her, and after nodding and smiling at several other ladies who were also seated, was soon engaged in earnest conversation with her.


      “Are you well, Laura?” she was heard to say. “You look very smart in that gown; the colour suits you. And John? Has he recovered from his cold?”


      “Oh, yes, but I still had a great deal of trouble getting him here. You know what he’s like about these kinds of functions. The girls look very smart, but should that surprise me?”


      The gentleman, Noah Goodwin, the fair young man and three other striplings who obviously thought they might have a chance with one of the Goodwin twins, stood beside them. Champagne was offered and though Noah Goodwin frowned slightly when his daughters took a glass each, he allowed it.


      “Who’s the fair chappie?” Captain Hugh Thornley asked his companion. His eyes were still narrowed and there was a hard twist to his well-cut mouth. He had straightened up, lifting his chin with the inbred arrogance and pride of a man who is not accustomed to being denied, which of course he did not expect to be.


      “Now look, Hugh, it’s no good—”


      “I only asked who the fellow was, Todd.” Hugh’s voice was deceptively mild. “There’s no harm in that, surely.” He emptied his champagne glass and reached for another.


      “His name’s Archie Goodwin. He’s some sort of relative of Noah Goodwin. He helps him to run his businesses and lives in the old family home at Edge Bottom by the glass works. There’s some mystery about the time he came to live with them twenty years ago, but like me he was educated at the local grammar school. I always wanted the army and won a place at Sandhurst but Archie went to university and has a degree in engineering. He’s a nice chap and is well thought of. I think . . . perhaps I shouldn’t say it, but I believe he has a soft spot for Beth.”


      “Has he indeed? She’s the one in the pink dress?”


      “Yes, but listen to me, Hugh, if you have designs on her—”


      “Designs on her! What a terribly dramatic fellow you are, Todd. Isn’t he, Dicky? Did you ever hear such a thing?”


      “Well, you do have a certain reputation with the ladies, Hugh, and this one is a decent girl from a decent family so if I were you I’d look elsewhere.”


      “But you’re not me, Dicky, old boy. And if I’m not mistaken, and I seldom am when it comes to the ladies, she has an eye for me.”


      He was right, for Beth Goodwin’s eyes, a gleaming silvery grey, turned constantly in his direction and she was aware that if she didn’t stop it and take more of an interest in the general conversation her mother would notice. She thought Milly already had because she kept turning to look where Beth did. Todd was there with two other officers and when he caught their glances he bowed in their direction and raised his glass.


      “What does that young fool think he’s up to?” Noah Goodwin growled, scowling at Todd. “Bowing and scraping like a damn fop and who are the two other grinning jackanapes with him? They need to mind their manners or I’ll have something to say to their commanding officer.”


      “Oh, Father, for goodness sake. They are only being polite. Can’t a man bow in our direction without you taking umbrage?”


      There was a sudden rush of young officers and gentlemen in the formal black and white of evening dress begging to be allowed to put their names in Beth and Milly’s dance cards and within minutes both girls were on the floor dipping and swaying to the lilting music of a waltz. Beth, whose gown Hugh Thornley had described as pink, was in a soft ivory rose, so pale there was scarcely any colour in it at all. It was low-cut, revealing the top curve of her small breasts and the satin smoothness of her shoulders, with short puffed sleeves. Though the fashion was for lavish trimming none of the Goodwin women, including their mother, cared for it. It was said in the fashion magazines that it was “impossible to put too many flounces, puffings and flowers on the tarlatan, gauze, grenadine or tulle skirts of ball dresses” but the Goodwin women were satisfied with an overskirt edged in narrow pleated ruching which draped over the small crinoline at the back. Against her mother’s wishes Milly was in a vivid turquoise blue silk. Abby Goodwin thought it too striking for a young unmarried woman but as usual Milly had her way. It was much the same design as her sister’s and both sported an enormous silk rose, matching the colour of their gowns, in the centre of the coil of their upswept glossy copper hair. Many of the other ladies were in the startling, bold colours that were coming in to vogue, maroon, mustard yellow and emerald green being prominent, sometimes with a mixture of three or four colours and materials so that the swirling mass of dancers might have been allied to peacocks or parrots from the jungle.


      The ball had been advertised as a “Masque of flowers” and the entire Town Hall, from the steps at the entrance to the ballroom itself was decorated profusely with every flower in season. Great arrangements of roses mixed with Canterbury bells, gypsophilia, carnations of every colour, sweet william, pom-pom dahlias and hothouse magnolias filled the air with their fragrance. The ballroom was packed with the influential, the wealthy, the prominent, the élite of St Helens, those who could afford the price of the very expensive tickets to this ball, which was being held in honour of their Queen. It was 1887, Her Majesty’s Golden Jubilee, fifty glorious years on the throne. Yesterday had been a triumph as the nation had been wholly given over to the thanksgiving celebrations that had taken place the length and breadth of the land. There had been a great Jubilee procession from Buckingham Palace to Westminster Abbey in London, the route decked with flowers and flags and edged with cheering crowds of Her Majesty’s loyal subjects, many of them come from the provinces to see their Queen on this special day. Triumphal arches decorated every street corner under which the procession passed. There were guards of honour formed by the Grenadiers, the First Life Guards, the Indian Cavalry, cadets from Woolwich and Sandhurst and many others. A fanfare of trumpets heralded Indian princes, a maharajah ablaze with jewels that outdid those worn by Her Majesty, and royalty from many great countries. From open barouches the royal family waved and smiled graciously, Her Majesty seated with her eldest daughter, the Princess Imperial of Germany, and the Princess of Wales. Their barouche was surrounded by a brilliant cavalcade of horsemen composed of her sons, sons-in-law, grandsons and grandsons-in-law. She was greeted rapturously by the crowd. The description of the ceremonial had been read out that morning at the breakfast table by Noah Goodwin and now they were here to celebrate the historic occasion with a ball whose splendour had never before been seen at the Town Hall.


      Noah Goodwin, the inevitable cigar clenched between his white teeth, glanced round him appreciatively, bowing to acquaintances, but his hand was inclined to hover at his seated wife’s shoulder, for it was well known in St Helens that he doted on her and could not bear to be parted from her for longer than was necessary. Many of the gentlemen, having deposited wives and daughters among the other ladies in a safe, well-chaperoned position at the edge of the ballroom, were making their way to the gaming-room where card tables were set up but Noah remained beside his beautiful wife and daughters.


      Hugh Thornley ground out his cigar, placed his emptied glass on the table, lifted his imperious head and, ignoring the open-mouthed stares of Todd Woodruff and Dicky Bentham, strode arrogantly around the edge of the floor, not in the least surprised when the crowd parted before him like the Red Sea before Moses. He meant to bow courteously to the manufacturer and his wife, for though they were socially far beneath him they had what he wanted, which was one of their lovely daughters who had been returned to them by their last partners. Already two officers were hanging about waiting to claim them for the next dance. He meant to introduce himself, his name and title, naturally, overwhelming them into allowing him to scribble his name in their dance cards, both of them, for he, a practised seducer, had noticed that the sister in the turquoise gown was looking at him from under her dark lashes, the corners of her mouth lifting in the beginnings of a flirtatious smile. If he could manage it, and he usually could, either with his good looks, his charm or his title, he meant to take one of them into supper.


      “Good evening, sir.” He smiled boldly into the astonished face of Noah Goodwin. “May I introduce myself. My name is Thornley. Captain Hugh Thornley. I have a place at Thornley Green.” He bowed to the equally astonished ladies, knowing he had no need to mention his title, since everyone knew of Thornley Green and the rank of the gentleman who lived there. But he had not reckoned on the pride, the temper and the arrogance, matching his own, of Noah Goodwin, who cared nought for titles and even less for a cocky young fool who thought he could get round him with smooth words.


      “Oh yes?” he asked menacingly. He was seriously displeased and those who knew him shrank a little. Did this handsome young captain know what peril he was putting himself into by casually approaching the wealthiest, most powerful man in St Helens? Noah Goodwin was obsessive about his wife and his daughters and though he was well aware he had nothing to fear where his wife was concerned, for they were devoted to one another, his daughters needed watching every minute of the day and night. Particularly Milly!


      Hugh Thornley straightened his tall frame and at the same time did his best to curb his inclination to tell this manufacturer to go to hell! He would have one of these young women on the ballroom floor as soon as possible and the fool must be made to see it, but he knew he would do his cause no good if he did what he longed to do and that was ignore the father and sweep one of his daughters into his arms.


      Noah glared at Beth and Milly as though they had caused this incident, which of course they had, but could he blame them when they were so incredibly pretty that every insolent pup in the room wanted to dance with them. They were so perfect, his daughters, so exactly as his wife had been at the same age, but they both had spirit, a strength of spirit come from their mother and from him, especially Milly who was eyeing this young lordling with an appreciative eye. He could not tell what the expression was on Beth’s face as her eyes were cast down as though she had something to hide.


      “I would be honoured if I might claim a dance, sir, from one of your lovely daughters. Todd Woodruff is a friend of mine—”


      “Is he indeed and why should you think that makes a difference?” Noah’s face was thunderous and his wife laid a hand on his sleeve.


      “Darling, don’t you think—”


      He threw it off. “No, I don’t, Abby, and I’ll thank you not to interfere. I will not have every Tom, Dick and Harry sniffing around our girls. Tricky young fools believe—”


      “Sir, I object to that and I must ask you to apologise for the insult you have offered my family name. I have introduced myself in a perfectly gentlemanly way, asking politely if I might lead one of your daughters into a dance—”


      “Well, let’s get the thing over and done with, shall we? No, you may not lead one of my daughters into a dance. Good God, man, we don’t know you and as for—”


      Hugh Thornley’s face became alarmingly shuttered and without expression and his eyes darkened until they were almost black. That this man who came from what he considered to be no better than the working classes should have the effrontery to question him, to stand in his way, to thwart him who had been indulged all his life, by his mother and by his nanny, was insupportable and by God he’d make him sorry for it.


      “I am Hugh Charles Thornley, sixteenth baron of Thornley Green, sir. My father was—”


      “Aye, lad, we all know who your father was and what happened to him so don’t come here with your dandified ways—”


      “Father, please, Captain Thornley is doing no more than asking for a dance. Anybody would think he had offered you some appalling insult the way you are behaving. I for one will dance with him. You don’t mind, do you?” Milly turned and smiled brilliantly at the young second lieutenant who was hovering at her elbow and whose name was scribbled in her dance card.


      “No . . . er, no,” the young officer stammered, backing away from the frozen face and threatening figure of Captain Hugh Thornley, for the captain’s reputation, not just as a gambler, a womaniser but the best swordsman in the regiment, was well documented.


      “Milly,” her father thundered and this time his wife hastily stood up and began to urge him towards the floor, for the commotion about them was beginning to excite attention. An officer in the full fig of a lieutenant-colonel was making his way towards them, since it seemed that one of his officers was the cause of it.


      Abby was eager to get one of her daughters into the arms of the alarming Captain Thornley and on to the floor before a worse situation blew up. “Come, darling, do dance with me. Milly will be quite safe with the captain, I’m sure. She can come to no harm with the whole of St Helens watching.”


      Noah Goodwin reluctantly allowed himself to be led on to the dance floor. As soon as he had his arms about his wife he could feel the calm of her relaxing him. He did not like to be bested, especially by an insolent young dog like Thornley. The bloody gentry thought they owned the town and everybody in it and once upon a time they had but not any more and Captain bloody Thornley should have been made aware of it. And Milly hadn’t helped! Just wait until he had her home: he’d give her what for. She’d be the talk of the town the way she carried on, the little devil, but then wasn’t she a female version of himself with a wicked need, since she had been a toddler, to have her own way.


      “I don’t like it, Abby, and I don’t like him. His father was a bad lot and came to a bad end. You remember him, don’t you? He came to some function here years ago with his toadies. He asked you to dance but you refused him which didn’t please him and now his bloody son’s doing the same with our daughter.”


      “Noah, there’s no harm in it. He is dancing with her in a ballroom full of our friends and no harm can come to her.”


      The future is hidden and it was a mercy that Abby and Noah Goodwin could not see into it!










Chapter 2


She arched her back and lifted her eyes to look into his face. He was smiling down at her, the brilliant blueness of his eyes catching her breath and clenching a fist round her heart. She had noticed him the moment they had entered the ballroom, probably at the very same time Beth had, for she had seen where her sister’s glance lingered, but in Milly’s world it was the brave, the one not afraid to take chances, who won the day, and the only way to win it was by going after it! She was used to the admiration of young men and though she liked it well enough – what girl doesn’t? – this one was the first to stir her senses and capture her imagination. Not that she’d let him see it, for that was not Milly Goodwin’s way, but she had never reacted like this before to any man and she was not aware that what she felt was revealed in her face nor that as a man of the world he recognised it.


      He was a good dancer and so was she. They made a striking couple, he so handsome, she so lovely even her parents, circling the floor with a sedate glide, watched bemusedly as their daughter, their wilful, headstrong daughter, skimmed the ballroom floor, dipping and swaying in the arms of, and in perfect unison with, the dashing cavalry officer. Even the other dancers waltzing decorously, correctly as propriety demanded, turned their heads to watch, making way for them as they circled the room. Guests who had been chatting, laughing, drinking champagne, greeting friends and acquaintances, ladies gossiping, gentlemen taking the chance to do a little business, grew watchful and quiet, glancing curiously now and then at Abby and Noah Goodwin to see what they would do, particularly Noah who was known for his short temper. It seemed to them that only the fact that his wife held him close to her in the waltz kept him from striding across the floor and wrenching his beloved daughter from the man who had her in his arms!


      “You dance very well, Miss Goodwin,” were the first words he spoke to her. “I have seldom had a partner to equal your grace.”


      “Nor I, Captain Thornley, or should I address you as Lord Thornley, or even my lord? I’m not quite sure of the niceties in such a situation, never before having danced with a . . . a baron, is it?”


      “It is, but perhaps . . . Hugh?” He grinned down at her and the thumb on his hand in the small of her back moved slightly, caressingly.


      “Oh, hardly on such short acquaintance, Captain. We have not even been properly introduced.”


      “There was hardly time. I think we were both . . . eager to be on the floor, Miss Goodwin.”


      She smiled up at him boldly from beneath her long fluttering eyelashes, her lips parted, her little tongue visible between the perfect white of her teeth.


      “I do love to waltz,” she murmured.


      “May I ask what else you love to do?”


      “Captain, I do believe you are teasing me.”


      “Never! I would not dare.”


      For several minutes they did not speak, both enjoying the wonderful sensation of floating around the floor as though they had wings, their bodies moving in perfect rhythm. The room was well lighted with a hundred candelabra whose glow caught in the deep brown of Milly’s eyes and placed a diamond in those of Hugh Thornley who was gazing not at her but over her head at her sister who was also on the floor. Milly was so enchanted with the moment she failed to notice.


      “And does your father allow you to ride up on the moor, Miss Goodwin? Alone, I mean?”


      “Far from it, sir. He cannot bear us out of his sight, for in his opinion every man in the room has designs on one or the other of us. He has his eye on us this very minute. One on myself and the other on Beth. Well, perhaps not quite so forcibly on Beth because she’s dancing with Archie.”


      “And Archie is  . . .?


      “A sort of brother, I suppose. My parents adopted him years ago and my father took him into the business. He’s sweet on Beth but  . . .”


      “She’s not sweet on him?”


      “I shouldn’t think so.”


      “She’s . . . interested in someone else, perhaps?” It was as well to be aware of any opposition.


      “She’d tell me if she was. We are twins, you know.”


      Milly’s mind raced in headlong turbulence and she wondered on the strangeness of it. She knew quite well, for as she had just told Hugh Thornley she and Beth were twins, that Beth was as interested in this man as she was herself. She had been intrigued by the way Beth’s glance kept wandering towards the group of officers by the refreshment table, thinking at first that it was Todd Woodruff who had captured her sister’s attention, then the image of the godlike man lounging against the wall had swum, in perfect detail, into her vision and she had been . . . what? Lost? Exalted? Transported? Dear God, what was the matter with her? She, who had been moved to no more than a faint amusement by the antics of the gentlemen who, despite her father, had done their best to court her, was now ready to hang on every word that fell from this man’s lips. His well-shaped, smiling lips which, at this very moment, she was wondering how they would feel against hers. She had been kissed before by inexperienced young men and, of course, by Todd, who was always ready for a bit of fun, using any excuse to kiss any pretty girl and whose kisses had been more expert. She had enjoyed it but then Todd, like Archie, was almost her brother so it didn’t count. But this man whose body was no more than an inch or two from hers was neither Todd nor Archie. He swung her expertly round and round until her skirt belled out in the most immodest way, showing more than was decent of her pale cream silk stockings and she was well aware that her father would have something to say the moment the dance was over but she didn’t care.


      Hugh Thornley held the girl in his arms even closer. He still had the image of the surprised silvery grey eyes in the rosy-tinted face of this girl’s sister on the edge of his mind and at the first opportunity he meant to get closer to her in some way, perhaps not here but in the immediate future. There was a sweetness about her, an innocence, an air of waiting, which intrigued him and also surprised him, for he was not ordinarily attracted to that sort of thing. He liked his women to be experienced, experienced in the ways of pleasing his own sexually mature body, but there was no doubt she would make a splendid wife, one even his mother would approve of, and at the same time she was very rich and extremely lovely. Where had she and her sister got that air of polished graciousness, that lift to the head, that straight and elegant back, the delicate oval-faced beauty, for her people were hardly from the top drawer? But though she was looking at him gravely as she danced by in the arms of the man called Archie, there was a certain provocative curl to her lip which titillated his senses. Yes, as innocent as a newborn lamb, as was the one in his arms, for the daughters of their class were guarded like the crown jewels. Yet at the same time the one in his arms had a golden brown glow in her eyes, a thrusting of her small breasts, which told him she was not unaware of the effect she had on a man.


      The music ended and couples smiled at each other, their breath quickened, as it seemed the dip and sway and twirl of Milly Goodwin and Hugh Thornley had put life in them all. They parted, the young ladies returning to their mamas and the gentlemen preparing themselves for their next partner. For a moment Hugh hesitated but he was well aware that if he was to ingratiate himself with this girl’s very wealthy father he must be circumspect and do as the other gentlemen were doing. He knew that Miss Milly Goodwin, in her belief that she could do whatever she fancied, was prepared to defy all the rules of etiquette. She would allow him to sweep her off in another dance if he so wished, but Hugh Thornley knew full well that though it was not his nature to be humble, he must, for the moment, do the correct thing and return this lovely baggage to her parents. Besides, he had a fancy to dance with the other one, the one with the incredible silver eyes, and to be accepted as a partner for her he must curb his pride and his temper, which grew irritable under constraint, and do the correct thing.


      He could see Milly Goodwin was ready to argue with him, to state plainly that she was not yet ready to be taken back to her mama and papa who were waiting for her on the edge of the floor, for she was a young woman who knew what she wanted and would fight like a tiger to get it. But she must be shown that it was Hugh Thornley, sixteenth baron of the line, who called the tune. She might, in the end, be the piper who paid for it, or at least her father would, but it was himself who would eventually call the tune. He always did and he always would.


      He placed her hand on his arm and led her across the shining floor to where her mother had perched herself anxiously on the edge of her chair and her father stood threateningly beside her. Hugh bowed to them both, his smile charming, courteous.


      “Your daughter dances divinely, Mrs Goodwin,” he said to her mother, “so I hope you will forgive me for stealing her from you for so long a time. I’m afraid I was somewhat precipitate in rushing her on to the floor as I did but—”


      “For God’s sake, man,” Noah Goodwin snarled, “d’you think I don’t know my own daughter by now? She’s the one who dragged you on to the—”


      “Father, please,” Milly hissed, “there is no need to make a scene. Everyone is watching.”


      “And if they are, my lass, it’s you who made them.”


      “Noah  . . .”


      “No, Abby, this girl of ours needs—”


      “Sir, I beg you, don’t blame your  . . .”


      All the while this polite absurdity was taking place Beth Goodwin studied Hugh Thornley’s face with the concentrated gaze of someone imprinting on her mind every shade and tone and hue of his skin, every flat plane of his well-shaved cheeks, the curving line of his mouth, which she did not recognise as sensual and which held more than a hint of cruelty. She could feel the pulse beneath her jaw throbbing and hoped no one noticed it.


      Archie said something to her, she didn’t know what, but she tore her eyes away from the masculine beauty of Hugh Thornley and turned to him.


      “What?”


      “Will you honour me again with a dance? Unless you are otherwise engaged.” He smiled whimsically at his own formal question.


      “I beg your pardon?” She stared at him uncomprehendingly.


      “Your father and Milly are about to start one of their infernally boring arguments and your mother is becoming upset but I’m sure the charming captain will smooth everyone’s feathers. After all he is the sixteenth baron  . . .”


      “Archie, you are not a bit amusing.”


      “I wasn’t trying to be amusing, Beth. The man is an arrogant bastard who believes he can talk his way into, or out of, any situation and I have no wish to watch him do so now. If you won’t dance come with me to the refreshment table for a glass of champagne. This could go on for ever.” He took her hand and, though he had no idea he was doing it, his thumb rubbed gently, lovingly across the back of hers.


      Beth looked into the deep blue-green eyes of the man who had been in her life for as long as she could remember and therefore was, so to speak, part of the scenery. He had always been there, loved as a brother and like a brother taken for granted. For a second she caught a strange expression in those eyes, equally as brilliant as Hugh Thornley’s but familiarity had blinded her to their beauty. The expression fled at once and, since she had not recognised what it was, she forgot it. She shook her head, still hoping in her fast-beating heart that Hugh Thornley might ask a dance of her but her sister’s defiance and her father’s intransigence were making that impossible, yet she could not bear to tear herself away. She smiled vaguely at Archie and turned back to the family group.


      Archie Goodwin, as he had been called ever since he had been brought to Edge Bottom twenty years ago, for he had not known his own surname, was in love with this beautiful daughter of Noah and Abby Goodwin, though he was careful not to allow anyone, particularly her, to know of it. She was as vital as her sister but in her were a sweetness, a goodness that Milly did not possess and Archie was waiting for the moment, the hour, the day, when he could tell her of his feelings. She loved him too, he knew it, but she was not as yet in love with him. The family lived at Lantern Hill, which Noah had had built fifteen years ago, a lovely house to the east of St Helens on a splendid ten-acre slope surrounded by forty acres of parkland, saying he no longer cared to live so close to the glass works. He wanted to look out of his front windows and see not the rooftops of his brick works but open fields and a stretch of blue sky above them unblemished by smoke. There was a thick hedge of rhododendrons, sweet-scented shrubs and an acre of rose beds, a paddock for the children to race their ponies in – Archie being one of those fortunate children – massive gates, a gatekeeper and trees to ensure Noah’s privacy. Archie owed his very life to Abby and Noah Goodwin who had brought him up and given him the chance to become the man he was, but he was not convinced they, or at least Noah, would give one of his precious daughters to a man who had no idea where he came from. Liverpool was all he knew, and his forebears probably from Scandinavia if his looks were anything to go by. He only knew he loved Beth Goodwin and he meant to marry her. But he did not care for the way she was gazing, stars in her eyes, at Hugh Thornley who was at this moment bending over her mother’s hand and, by the look of it, mesmerising her as he had mesmerised her daughters.


      Noah still frowned and drew deeply on his cigar but Hugh Thornley was clever, smooth-talking, with an inborn knack of knowing when to press his case and, more importantly, when not to. And he had that authoritative air of breeding which spoke of generations of influence, superiority and advantage which allowed him to rise above the wishes of those he considered beneath him. He had the accents of privilege and the complex charm that thrives in the families of those born to govern. He was, in fact, a gentleman, come from generations of gentlemen, which these people were not. Nevertheless he did not allow his contempt for them to show. He kissed the air above Abby’s hand, then did the same with Milly and Beth, gazing perhaps for a shade too long into Beth’s eyes, a look Archie did not like, for it seemed to be conveying something to her that he wanted no one else to see.


      He bowed again, then, smiling, sauntered back to his brother officers who were still gathered about the refreshment table. He spoke to them, glancing back towards the Goodwins party and several of them laughed, though Archie noticed that Todd Woodruff did not join in.


 


“Well, I fancy a ride out,” Milly announced casually the next morning at breakfast, so casually that everyone at the table turned to look at her suspiciously. “I think I’ll take Flame up on to the moorland and give her a good gallop. She hasn’t been out for a week.”


      “Harry has her out every day so I don’t see how you can say that,” Beth remarked quietly. “I saw him come in with her this morning as I was getting dressed.”


      The two sisters eyed one another warily. They both knew full well what was in the other’s mind, for the moment Hugh Thornley had burst like a shooting star into their lives at the Jubilee Ball the night before had been a significant one for them both. Neither of them had been in love or found any particular man of much importance and it was said that if they didn’t look sharp they would be left on the shelf, but a look that had passed between them the night before had been recognised for what it was. Their shared interest in the dashing captain could prove to be a disaster for one of them and an antagonism was already beginning to reveal itself. The pair of them, apart from the childish spats that had bubbled up in their childhood and girlhood, got on well together but this morning something was taking place between them that, remembering the ball, was not hard to understand, at least to them. Hugh Thornley, as though he sat at the breakfast table between them, divided them. They had both been attracted to him, that seemed obvious, and now, though nothing had been spoken of last night, Milly was filled with the excited belief that he would be up on the moors waiting for her.


      “Well, exercise your animal by all means, my lass,” her father said equably, reaching for another piece of toast, “but in the park. There are plenty of open spaces to give you a good gallop.”


      “But, Father,” Milly wailed. “It’s not the same as being on the open moor. No sooner have you got up a good speed than you come to some obstruction and you are forced to turn and make your way back. It’s just not the same.”


      “No, I’m sure it isn’t, but you’ll do as you’re told.” He fixed her with a fond, fierce eye, speaking plainly as he had done all his life and not just with his children. “D’you think I’m half-witted, girl? I know what you’re up to after the tarradiddle at the ball last night. Your route to the open moor will take you past the garrison and who might come galloping out of there on his no doubt expensive thoroughbred but Captain bloody Thornley and I’ll not have it, d’you hear. The man’s a scoundrel, from what I’ve heard, as was his father before him.” He scowled at something, some memory that he didn’t find pleasant, then turned irritably to the maidservant who hovered at the sideboard waiting to serve the family. “Is there any chance of some hot coffee, Nessie, or must I go out to the kitchen and make it myself?”


      “Noah, leave poor Nessie alone,” his wife said placidly as the maid scurried frantically from the room to inform the kitchen servants that the master was in one of his “paddies”.


      Nessie had been a scullery-maid fifteen years ago when the household had left Edge Bottom House and moved to Lantern Hill. At first the servants had been overawed by the magnificence of the newly built house, swearing to one another that they’d get lost in its maze of rooms, that they’d never get used to the absolute luxury, the proliferation of bedrooms – though they did not use those exact words – the vast spaces that surrounded the house which was reached by a long tree-lined drive. But it seemed Edge Bottom House, where the family had lived for generations, had not been grand enough for the master whose growing wealth had made it possible for him to have whatever he fancied. And he had fancied this grand house! It was set on a slight rise of the land, hence Lantern Hill, the ornamental ground falling away from it like a wide, tiered skirt. Smooth lawns and flowerbeds and immaculately clipped box hedges bordered the house. There were statues of white marble, many of them indecently clothed in the servants’ opinion, a conservatory crammed with flowers, singing birds and fragile white cane furniture which was a favourite place with the mistress. A summerhouse sat beside a small lake with a covered, trellised walk from the house, all draped about with hanging baskets of ferns and blossoms. There was a carpet of daffodils in the spring, forsythia and lilac and the massed heads of rhododendron shading from the palest pink to deep and royal purple; roses and carnations, vivid marigolds and zinnias in summer, massed oak and fragile willow by the lake. And all surrounded by parkland and woodland. It had been said in Edge Bottom that Noah Goodwin would be bound to have deer drifting about in it, which he did!


      The breakfast-room where the family ate the first meal of the day was the smallest of the downstairs rooms, freshly painted in the palest yellow with white lace curtains at the window so that the sun could flood in from the east. It was, by the standard of the rest of the house, simply but lovingly furnished in glowing satinwood, an oval table with six velvet-covered chairs, a couple of sideboards, a picture on the wall over the white marble fireplace of Abby, Beth and Milly when the girls were about ten years old. The room was placed back to back with the kitchen so that Noah’s breakfast, which he liked to be freshly cooked and plentiful before he went to the glass works or the brick works or any of the many businesses he was concerned with, would arrive hot from the oven. The sun streamed in through the long windows, promising a hot day and in the oblongs of sunshine two golden Labradors lay, ears twitching, tails slowly moving, eyes open and fixed on the company, for sometimes there might be titbits available.


      “Well, I think that’s the end, really I do, Father. I never heard such nonsense in my life. I dance once with Hugh Thornley and now you are accusing me of . . . of . . . well, I don’t know what.” Milly knew she was being over-argumentative, acting the part of an innocent when she was guilty. She did not believe that her father seriously imagined she was desperate to get out on to the moor and search for Hugh Thornley, which was the case, but it meant that it would make finding him more difficult. She had no idea what the daily duties of an officer were nor how easy or problematical it would be for him to avoid them and ride out to meet her but she was absolutely certain he would.


      “Lass, I’m accusing you of nothing but I saw the way he was with you and I don’t trust him, nor you, come to that.” He shovelled bacon and eggs into his mouth with the same determined force he had been known to use to feed the furnace in his own glasshouse. “Give you an inch and you take a bloody mile and you’re known for liking your own way and—”


      “Like you, Father. I am your daughter after all.” She grinned shamelessly and was relieved to see her father relax.


      “Aye, that’s the truth but nevertheless I’d be obliged if you’d do as you’re told. Keep in the grounds until that scoundrel has forgotten you, which won’t be long knowing his reputation for fancy women and . . . other things, and then you can ride the moor, perhaps with Harry, or even Beth, if she’s willing.”


      “I’m too busy for riding at the moment. I shall be at Claughton Street all morning—” Beth began but was allowed to say no more.


      “What! On a Sunday?” her father interrupted. “And I suppose you’ll be going with her,” turning on his wife.


      “Laura has arranged a meeting—”


      “On a bloody Sunday?”


      “Darling, it’s the only day some of the women can manage.” Abby Goodwin stood up and moved to where her husband sat at the head of the table. She put her arms about his shoulders and rested her cheek on the top of his head. His hand went up to her at once and stroked her arm.


      Nessie, who had returned with fresh coffee, took no notice of this display of the affection that existed between her master and mistress. She was used to it, as they all were.


      “But I promise as soon as the meeting is finished we’ll come straight back.” When he smiled and turned to whisper in her ear she smiled too.


      She returned to her seat and shook out her napkin. “I’ll have another cup of coffee, please, Nessie, and some more toast.”


      “You don’t eat enough, my darling, that’s your problem,” her husband said fondly, while the rest of the family placidly continued to tuck in to bacon and eggs and all the good things Cook turned out each morning. “And what’s on the agenda today?” he continued, not because he wanted to know but because he loved her and wanted to please her.


      “Laura has managed to get Josephine Butler to come and talk to the members. About the fight she has had to get the Contagious Diseases Acts repealed and the passage of the Criminal Law Amendment Act. Not that it seems to be doing much good. Some of those children they bring in are certainly not sixteen. Nevertheless Mrs Butler has shattered the secrecy and silence with her campaign and I for one agree with her that we must fight for enfranchisement which will bring about the total transformation of the lives of women  . . .” She paused and laughed softly. “I’m sorry, I’m getting on my soap box again, aren’t I, but you know how strongly I feel. How Beth and I feel.”


      “Oh, Mother.” Milly sighed with boredom and at once her mother turned on her, her normally serene face rosy with anger.


      “Don’t you Mother me, my girl. You haven’t talked to some of these women as I have. Oh yes, I know they are prostitutes but they are the same sex as yourself and they are subjected to the appalling double standards that exist today. Men use them and to keep them clean, the women, I mean, so that these same men would not be contaminated, the police authorities are allowed to arrest any women they suspect of being a prostitute and compel them to submit to an examination by speculum. Do you know what that is, Milly? They are taken to prison and held down while—”


      “Abby, my darling, not at the breakfast table. Besides which, Milly is well aware of what the Contagious Diseases—”


      “I should hope she would, brought up in a household where universal franchise is believed in. Women must stop being regarded as sexual objects, Noah. There are so many respectable ladies who knew nothing about such evils but who have listened to Josephine and are now flocking to join the movement. Believe me—”


      “We do, my darling, we do, but shall we  . . .”


      “Have you seen a speculum, Father?” Beth asked him quietly. “Do you understand the workings of it and the way it can injure—”


      “That’s enough, Beth.” Her father’s voice was sharp and he rose to his feet. “Go to your meeting, which I allow though I do not agree with many of things your mother and you are fighting for. But I love you both and know that short of locking you up I cannot stop you. At least your sister is not interested in such wild ideas.”


      They had been driven away in the splendid satin-lined carriage that was to take them to Laura Bennett’s home where the meeting was to take place, while at the front steps Noah waved them off. And from the stable yard at the back of the house Milly set her chestnut mare, Flame, towards the gate that led out into the parkland. She urged her horse into a gallop directly across the park and into the woodland at the far side of the property where she disappeared.










Chapter 3


“It’s been nearly a year since the Act was repealed and still they’re being dragged in. It’s an absolute disgrace, Beth. You should see the state of the lass they brought from the police station in Longworth last night. She lives . . . lived near the garrison. Torn about by that damned instrument and it turns out she was not a prostitute at all but a decent serving girl. A virgin, she was, but not any more. Come, I’ll show you.”


      John Bennett, a man as old as her father who had been their family doctor for over twenty years, led Beth along the bare ward that was devoid of anything that might be described as frivolous. It was achingly clean, scoured and polished, even the beds in which the women lay neat, white and firmly tucked in so that she wondered how the occupants managed to move. Women of all ages, though she suspected that most of them were young and only gave the appearance of age because of the suffering, the injuries and torments brought on by the cruelty of the men who treated them as nothing more than sexual objects. Because of overbearing husbands, because of too many pregnancies and their poor diet which did not allow them to recover quickly they had come to this pitiable state. This was a ward in an obstetrical clinic at the Providence Free Hospital run by Doctor Bennett and helped by his wife Laura, who was an old and trusted friend of her mother and was a sister in the cause that they had supported for the past twenty-odd years. Next door to the obstetric clinic was a lying-in ward from where could be faintly heard the cry of a newborn. Any complications on this ward could be instantly transferred to the obstetrics ward where a competent nurse would take over from the equally competent midwife, all the women trained by Doctor Bennett himself. Though she might have suffered before she arrived, perhaps at the hands of a brutal husband, or a sadistic client, lucky was the woman who found her way to this haven of peace and healing.


      It was Laura who had introduced Abby – who had gone to the meeting without Beth – as a young woman, to the cause that had become her passion, a passion that she had passed on to her daughter Beth. In the 1860s women of the middle classes who could articulate such ideas had begun to feel that they had rights that needed to be addressed. One of their aims was the right to vote as many men did and so the women’s suffrage movement was born. Their second goal was social reform. They declared vehemently that charity was not enough and that the power of the state was needed to bring about social progress. Third, they believed staunchly that only education could help to bring about this revolution. In 1832 the great Reform Bill had enfranchised “male persons” and it was this that had provided the focus of attack and was a source of resentment from which grew the women’s suffrage movement. The women’s fight continued, though the meetings, the protests, the petitions, the voices of men in government who supported their cause, the articles written, many of them by Beth herself, had so far had little influence on the progress of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Society of which Beth and her mother were both members.


      Most of the women who lay in the clean beds, probably the first they had ever known, smiled up at Doctor Bennett and he stopped now and again to lay a hand on a forehead or speak a word or two of comfort. It was a long ward with a table at the far end where a starched, forbidding person, but who proved when she glanced up to have kind, twinkling eyes, sat writing. On the table was a vase jammed with a mass of gaily coloured antirrhinum, crimson, yellow, white and pink, brought by Beth herself from the gardens of Lantern Hill, their brilliance contrasting with the drab utilitarianism of the room.


      “Here she is,” the doctor said, stopping just before the nurse’s table at the bed of a young woman who appeared to be sleeping. Her face was the colour of tallow on the pillow, her dark hair lank with sweat and her hands, which were as thin and tiny as a sparrow’s claw, were clasped across her flat chest.


      “Mary,” the doctor whispered, unwilling to wake her should she be sleeping, but her weary eyelashes lifted and her clouded eyes looked up into his face then drifted over to Beth, widening as though she were gazing at an angel from heaven. He put a strong, warm hand on hers and leaned over her.


      “How are you feeling, my dear? A little better, I hope?”


      A smile tugged at the corner of her soft mouth but she seemed unable to speak.


      “I’ve brought someone to see you, my dear. A friend. She would like to hear your story, for in retelling it she might help others who may suffer what has been done to you. Now, I know you are not strong enough to speak for yourself” – he turned for a moment to Beth who had crept to her knees beside the bed so that the young woman could see her – “she lost so much blood,” he murmured, “but I will tell it for you and if I make a mistake press my hand. Is that all right with you?”


      The girl managed to nod her head but Beth thought there was deep apprehension in her eyes.


      “Very well. Now this is Mary Smith, Beth. She is eighteen years old and has been in domestic service for the past twelve months and her employer was well pleased with her. Mary met a young man, respectable, she thought, but he wanted her to leave her situation and go and live with him. She refused so the vile fellow avenged himself by denouncing her to the special police. These men went to the house, found Mary at her dinner, and her mistress, a respectable tradesman’s wife, out for the day. To Mary’s bewilderment they ordered her to go to the hospital at once to see the doctor. She informed her mistress on her return, who, feeling perfectly certain of Mary’s good behaviour, told her not to go. The police came again, insisted on her going and threatened her with imprisonment if she did not appear. I am correct up to now, am I, Mary?” Doctor Bennett smiled down kindly into Mary’s blanched face. She nodded, though Beth could have wept herself for the despairing tears that oozed from Mary’s eyes.


      “Mary’s employer thought she had better go, for as she said she could not have the police continuing to call at her house. Mary went and as she was at the time menstruating could not be examined. She was detained and her mistress, beginning to think that perhaps there was no smoke without fire, as the saying goes, began to believe the police and employed another servant to take Mary’s place. Mary was put among prostitutes and when she was able was examined by the doctors, several persons holding her down while the speculum was inserted into her vagina, breaking the hymen, for she was a virgin, and causing her to bleed profusely. The loss of blood necessitated her being sent here. She has lost not only her job, but her virginity, her dignity and her young belief that if a girl works hard and behaves herself she will get on in life. There is a garrison nearby, Beth, and the men, soldiers, who use women as they do, must, so the authorities say, be protected against the diseases that these poor creatures can give them and which they probably gave the women in the first place. If a woman is found to have a venereal disease she is treated, ‘publicly cleansed’ as Mrs Butler calls it, and then allowed back on the streets. This poor lass will recover but this still goes on despite the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Act. I cannot believe what this society does to our women . . .” He sighed gustily. “But then you know as well as I, which is why we and you and Abby work as we do to try and redress the terrible wrongs perpetrated by men against women.” He shook his head sadly. “Will you listen to me ranting on, silly old man that I am, but really, I despair sometimes.”


      The doctor rose stiffly to his feet, putting a polite hand beneath Beth’s elbow, though it was himself who could have done with a lift. He patted Mary’s frail hands. “Miss Goodwin will help you, Mary, have no fear. Rest and eat the good food and get better and then, when you are feeling more yourself, you will be found decent employment.”


      Beth bent again over the painfully thin form of the girl in the bed. She smiled. “Don’t worry, Mary. You have no need of worry. There are many women eager to help you, and others who are exploited by men. I’ll come again to see you.” Surprising herself, she bent her head and dropped a kiss on Mary’s pale cheek then stroked a tear away with gentle fingers. “Don’t cry, Mary, you are not to blame.”


 


The sun was hot on her head, even through her bonnet, as she sat in her father’s luxurious carriage and stared unseeingly at the broad back of Clem Woodruff, her father’s elderly coachman. Mary’s desolate face was still imprinted on her brain and her mind was busy with the many ways she could help her. She and her mother with the assistance of Laura had formed a branch group of the NUWSS which gave more practical help to those who had been brought to the pit of despair by the evils not only of prostitution but of the sickening taste some men had for children. Mothers sold their girl children for as little as £5, for some men, those with the means to purchase it, demanded a virgin, since a virgin, having known no man’s touch, could not pass on a venereal disease.


      She was still appalled by the image of the poor, torn-about figure of the girl in the hospital bed. She had not seen her injuries, of course, but she could imagine them for was she not a woman too whose own female body could be just as mutilated by a man, a thought that made her cringe.


      Opening her dainty, ivory-handled parasol, which was really nothing more than a froth of white tulle ribbons and rosettes supported by a scrap of organdie to match her gown, she raised it over her head, for the sun beat down fiercely from a deep blue sky clear of all cloud. She had not passed through the town of St Helens itself, as Claughton Street and the hospital were on the outskirts, but behind her a great yellow pall hung over the hundreds of chimneys that belched filthy smoke and soot. St Helens was an industrial town crammed with factories that made soap, vitriol, alkali, smelting copper and was concerned with the manufacture of nails and bolts and, what had made her own family wealthy, making glass. Foundries and refining plants added their filth and around the town were the collieries which provided the coal to feed the furnaces that kept it all going. It was a thriving, growing town, filled with hard-headed businessmen like her father, men with sharp minds and the ability to make a profit and not caring how they did it!


      Her gown of apricot organdie was light and pretty but the half bustle at her back and the petticoats she wore did nothing to help her keep cool. The meeting at Laura Bennett’s house had gone well: at least three dozen of the leading ladies of the town, all keen advocates of the equality of women, had crammed into Laura’s drawing-room and hallway and had even stood in the doorway that opened into her dining-room. Mrs Butler had spoken well and feelingly on her crusade, sixteen years of it, to have the Contagious Diseases Act repealed, in which she had at last succeeded. But there was still much to be done, she said on behalf of women and girl children everywhere. “This very night in London, and every night, year in and year out, not seven maidens only, but many times seven, selected almost as much by chance as those in the Athenian market-place drew lots as to which should be flung in to the Cretan labyrinth, will be offered up as the maiden tribute to modern Babylon,” she had cried. She had brought tears to many eyes as she described what she, and others, had suffered at the hands of men at their meetings, the obscene verbal abuse, and even physical abuse, but nevertheless they had to carry on.


      The meeting almost over, Doctor Bennett, who, with other enlightened gentlemen, supported the women’s cause and who had stood to listen to Mrs Butler, drew Beth aside with the request that she accompany him to the Providence Free Hospital on the edge of town where a young woman needed help. Perhaps Beth’s own particular help in the near future.


      The carriage rolled eastwards towards Lantern Hill along a lane deep in the colour and scents of summer. Bracken grew a vivid green on the slopes of the gentle moorland that surrounded the town, patched with the dense purple of heather. Dry-stone walls edged the dusty lane and were submerged with hedge parsley, dock, nettle, meadow cranesbill, ragwort and foxglove, the plants somehow finding sustenance between the stones and in the dry ditches. The tantalising smell of sweet cecily, which grew a foot high, mixed fragrantly with the rest. A chiff-chaff was perched on the delicate branch of a hornbeam, pecking at the catkins but it winged away as the carriage approached. A linnet sang sweetly and, on the far side of the wall, standing belly-deep in the meadow grass and scarlet of poppies, a cow lowed plaintively. A sad sound which aroused melancholy in Beth’s breast. She felt no inclination to return to Lantern Hill where she knew Milly would be full of her morning’s ride, no doubt boasting of her conquest of Hugh Thornley, for Milly had a way of making things happen and if Hugh was about in the area near the garrison, her sister would find him. Father would be in a mood of outrage caused by Milly’s wilful flightiness, not helped by his wife’s continued absence and all Beth wanted, needed was, at this moment, peace and quiet to contemplate the pitiful state of Mary Smith and women like her and how to alleviate their condition.


      There was only one place where she would find such tranquillity.


      “Take me to Edge Bottom, Clem,” she told the broad back of the coachman. “I think I’ll beg lunch from Archie.”


      “Edge Bottom, Miss Beth,” Clem answered in horror, as though she had stated her intention of travelling to London for an hour or two. “Nay, tha’ pa will be waitin’ on yer at Lantern Hill. Yer know what he’s like.” With the familiarity of an old servant the coachman was prepared to argue. They all knew how their master fretted when the mistress was at one of her meetings and with Miss Milly galloping all over the place, as Seth had described it this morning when he had seen her take off towards the woodland, the master would be in a right state. Besides, Clem had been hanging about all morning, first at Claughton Street and then at the hospital, and he was eager to get home to his wife and the good dinner she would have ready for him on the table. He’d have to get back to Claughton Street as soon as may be to fetch the mistress and the detour to Edge Bottom, where Archie Goodwin resided, was not something he relished.


      “Never you mind, Clem. My father can manage without me for once and anyway surely Milly will be back to eat lunch with him by now.”


      “Well, I dunno . . .” Shaking his head, ready to give her further argument.


      Her voice was sharp. “Clem, will you just drop me off at Edge Bottom and Archie will bring me home in the gig.”


      “I’d rather tekk yer directly home, Miss Beth. Tha’ pa’ll—”


      “Clem, must I argue with you?”


      “Now, Miss Beth, yer know I’m responsible—”


      “Clem, will you do as you’re told. I shall be perfectly safe with Archie. If you don’t turn round now I shall get out and walk and then my father really will be angry.”


      Clem sighed dramatically but, doing as he was told, he clucked to the horses and at a handy farm gate turned the carriage in the direction of Edge Bottom.


 


Archie Goodwin’s face lit up when Beth came round the corner of the house and began to walk across the stable yard towards the paddock. He and Clancy had a pretty little grey mare on a lunge rein and the animal was walking neatly round and round the perimeter of the paddock before being urged into a trot. Archie held a whip, not to beat but to guide her, for Archie Goodwin, second only to his feelings for Beth Goodwin, loved horses. He had four, and it was his plan to breed from them, to fill the two paddocks with foals from Molly, a chestnut mare of impeccable lineage, and from the well-bred grey mare named Genette when they were old enough. He had a black and white Welsh cob, a sturdy, frisky little mount he had called Firefly, which he knew would make a good mount for a child, for the children he hoped to have one day, and a black hunter who, because of his inclination to leap at anything to which he was put without fear, he called Plunger.


      It was Genette who was being trained on the lunge rein and it was Archie’s fierce and determined hope that one day she would be ridden by Beth Goodwin, though, naturally, nobody knew of it.


      Archie was careful to hide the joy that ran through him as Beth approached. A small, rough-haired terrier with a torn ear, which flapped comically as he ran, and which had been dozing in the rough grass on this side of the paddock fence leaped to his feet and began to bark, at the same time wagging his tail furiously in welcome.


      “Be quiet, Boy,” Archie told him, quiet himself as was his way, then, handing the rein to the groom, climbed the fence and jumped down nimbly. Striding towards her, doing his best not to appear too eager, he smiled the slow, deep smile that was peculiarly his. His lean body was taut and graceful and the sun turned his thick, fair hair to a golden halo. His teeth were firm and white in his sun-browned face, for Archie, when he was not at the glass works in his role of manager, spent all his time out of doors. He played football for the Edge Bottom Wanderers, cricket in season in the works team, enjoyed the foot races which were popular in the area and hunted with the Edge Bottom Hunt.


      He had begun at the Edge Bottom Glass Works and its companion the Edge Bottom Brick Works when he was twenty-one years old or thereabouts, for none of them knew his exact age, when he had obtained his engineering degree, and for the last seven years had run the business for Noah Goodwin, at the same time waiting patiently for Beth Goodwin to grow up. He had stood it well for a man who had never laboured in a factory, especially at another’s beck and call. Noah was a man who believed that unless his hand was on the tiller the ship would run aground and was therefore inclined to interfere. But Archie had not only kept the vessel on a steady course but had doubled its profits and was himself fast becoming a wealthy and very eligible young man.


      When he returned from university Noah had suggested to him, not because he wanted to be rid of him, he was assured, but because a man of his age could hardly relish living at home with his family, that he take over Edge Bottom House, the Goodwin family home which had been empty except for a caretaker since the Goodwins had moved to Lantern Hill. Last year he had been able to ask Noah to name his price and had bought the place for, as he said to his employer and patron, he would need a home to which to bring the bride he meant to have. Noah had agreed but could not draw Archie out on who that bride might be.


      Though his hair had the pure fairness of a Scandinavian heritage and his eyes were an incredible blue he was not what might be called a handsome man. Quite plain, in fact, the kind of man who had a face which, when he was absent, was soon forgotten. A medium sort of a man Milly had once spitefully described him as, finely built, his face thin with an air of great quietness about him. A man who, apart from his love of sport, observed life more readily than he participated in it. When he spoke his voice was low so that one had to listen in order to hear him, not hesitant as the men at the works could have told you, but perfectly in keeping with the first impression of inner quietness he offered new acquaintances.


      “Beth,” he said with great good humour, his eyes intent on hers. “This is a nice surprise. I thought you were to go to Claughton Street to listen to Mrs Butler.” He took her arm protectively and began to lead her back towards the paddock, his head bent to hers. “Does this mean you are to lunch with me?” He was dressed in buff-coloured cord breeches, knee-high riding boots and a white shirt, the collar undone and the sleeves rolled up to reveal his lean brown forearms.


      “Yes, I’d like to and yes, I did go to Claughton Street but Doctor Bennett took me to the hospital to see a young girl who had been . . . Oh, Archie, she had been examined, dragged to the police station unjustly; a decent girl who was wrongly accused of being a prostitute. Despite the repeal of the Act they forced her . . . Dear God, raped her with that cruel instrument, Archie.”


      “Beth, I’m so sorry. Let me—” Whatever it was he meant to say or do was interrupted as Beth burst into tears, turning to him like a child who has been unjustly chastised. His arms rose at once to hold her to him and for several joyful minutes, joyful to him at least, she wept into his shirt front, wetting it through. Her slender frame shook and Archie’s arms tightened about her. He put his lips to the brim of her small bonnet, wishing he could remove it so that he could kiss her shining, fragrant hair, but she stepped away, sighing deeply, sniffing dolefully. At once his arms dropped to his sides.


      “Better?” he asked smilingly.


      “Yes, but I must do something for her. The trouble is we are overrun with maidservants at home. I don’t suppose . . .” She looked up at him eagerly, teardrops still quivering on the ends of her lashes.


      He laughed and shook his head. “Dear God, your waifs and strays come dear, Beth Goodwin. That lad Tucker has taken on in the garden shies away from me every time I speak to him.”


      “You know he was beaten black and blue by his stepfather, Archie. Can you blame him for being afraid? His mother was so thankful a good place was found for him, though I believe she is paying for it herself since that man is a brute.”


      “Please, dear Beth, don’t ask me to take in his mother as well.”


      “No, but what about Mary?”


      “Mary?”


      “Mmm, from the hospital.”


      “Well, I’ll have to consult with Mrs Kyle, of course, but I suppose  . . .”


      “D’you want me to have a word with her? She’s kind-hearted and I’m sure—”


      “No, no, I’ll do it.”


      “Oh, Archie, what would I do without you?” She stood on tiptoe and planted a warm kiss on his brown cheek. “Thank you, thank you. That’s why I come here so often, you realise that, don’t you? I find such peace here with you, peace I can’t find at home with Milly forever—” She bit off her words, then, taking his arm, began to lead him towards the paddock where the pretty grey mare was now ready to be led back to the second paddock where the other horses waited for her. The black and white cob whinnied a welcome and he and the mare galloped madly about the grass as though they had been parted for days.


      Beth leaned companionably against Archie, dropping her cheek to rest on his shoulder.


      “You have some lovely animals, Archie. Is that grey mare a recent purchase?”


      “Genette, yes, I saw her at a sale last week and took a fancy to her.”


      “Isn’t she a bit small for you?”


      “Yes, she is but I thought—” It was his turn to cut short his sentence.


      Beth turned to look curiously into his face. “What?”


      “Oh, nothing really, only I suppose one day I might have a wife to ride her.”


      “A wife!” Beth was clearly astonished. Not just at his words but at the sudden dart of something that pierced her chest, then the image of an audaciously grinning face, the deep blue eyes set in it wickedly twinkling, swam into her vision. Black tumbling hair, glossy as a blackbird’s wing, a proud lift to a proud head and she was immediately dry-mouthed and breathless, her heart, which had faltered for a moment at the idea of Archie with a wife, quickening its beat for Hugh Thornley.


 


The man who had affected her so bewilderingly was at that moment kissing with great expertise the full, inviting lips of her sister. Though he had been vastly intrigued by the luscious country bloom of Beth Goodwin, comparing her to a delicious apple waiting to be bitten into, he was never a man to pass up a chance of a dalliance with a willing woman and Milly Goodwin was very willing!










Chapter 4


It was the following Sunday, another warm and sunny day, when Captain Hugh Thornley, accompanied by Lieutenant Todd Woodruff and Lieutenant Dicky Bentham, galloped wildly up the smoothly raked, tree-lined drive of Lantern Hill, coming to a slithering stop at the foot of the steps that led up to the front door. The gravel scattered across the closely shaved lawns with the force of their horses’ hooves, incensing Jack Martin, who, with his undergardener had just spent three hours raking it to perfection and would now have to pick it all out of the grass to avoid damaging the mowing machine. Deer, which had been grazing peacefully, fled in terror as the drive erupted with hoof-beats, a wild-riding, hell-raking sound, which for some reason brought Milly to her feet and held her in an appalled and astonishing rigidity.


      They had just finished lunch, Abby and Noah Goodwin, their daughters, Archie Goodwin and Laura and John Bennett, a splendid meal of Chantilly soup, mixed salads and fresh-caught lobster fetched at an exorbitant cost from the fishing village of Lytham. It was followed by compote of apples in syrup with whipped cream, all the preparation supervised by the Goodwins’ excellent housekeeper, Harriet Woodruff, mother of Lieutenant Todd Woodruff.


      The three gentlemen, Noah, Archie and John Bennett, having smoked their cigars and drunk a glass of brandy in the masculine comfort of Noah’s billiard-room, had just rejoined the ladies in Abby’s drawing-room, the Bennetts saying they must be off since John had a call to make at the hospital, their ancient carriage and equally ancient carriage horses ready to be brought round to the front of the house when the racket was heard.


      “Who the devil’s that?” Noah asked ominously, for Sunday, being the only day when his furnaces were not at work, he liked to spend in the peace and quiet of his family and friends. The doorbell rang; in fact it went on and on ringing as though whoever was at the door was actually leaning on it and Ruby could be heard remarking plaintively as she hurried across the wide hallway, “I’m coming. I’m coming.”


      “It seems the cavalry has arrived,” Archie said mildly from the tall French windows that led out on to the terrace. The windows stood open to allow in the soft summer breeze and the fragrance of the flowers planted in Jack Martin’s extensive, colourful borders and the big Grecian urns that lined the terrace. Three horses, good mounts too, which one would expect from cavalry officers, were being led away by Harry and Reuben, two of the Goodwin grooms. “I believe one of them is Todd Woodruff.”


      “And the others?” Milly asked breathlessly.


      “Now then, miss, what’s all this then?” her father asked suspiciously. “Why should Todd Woodruff come knocking on our front door when his mother and father live in one of our cottages at the back? Answer me that, for it seems to me you were expecting company and what I’d like to know is—”


      “Oh, hush, Father.”


      A very flustered Ruby, who had been employed by the Goodwins for over twenty years and was an experienced parlour-maid and had never been known to be flustered, had flung open the door. “Are you at home, ma’am,” she twittered, bobbing a curtsey in her mistress’s direction.


      “At home! On a bloody Sunday—” Noah began.


      “Oh, sir,” she interrupted, “there’s three soldiers here . . . well, one’s young Todd” – as though he didn’t count – “and they beg to be received. That’s what one of them said, anyroad.”


      “Dear God Almighty, what next?” Noah roared, but his wife, who had stood up ready to see Laura and John off, put a soothing hand on his arm. Of course she was well aware who had set this tempest to blowing, for wasn’t the culprit fidgeting guiltily in the background, her face flushed, her eyes snapping with feverish excitement.


      “It’s all right, dearest,” she said quietly, then, turning to the maid, told her to show the gentlemen in.


      They stood to attention just inside the doorway as though they were on parade, and for a moment Beth was convinced they were about to salute. Lieutenant Woodruff, looking somewhat sheepish, for though he had been brought up and educated with the Goodwins and by the patronage of Noah Goodwin, his parents were servants in their employ; Lieutenant Dicky somebody-or-other – she had seen him at the ball but had not been introduced and she couldn’t remember his name, but evidently a gentleman of good family; and Captain Hugh Thornley. Ruby announced them correctly, being well trained, before closing the door on the stunned company and squeaking back to the kitchen to inform the others.


      “. . . an’ one of ’em’s young Todd,” she finished triumphantly into Harriet Woodruff’s startled face. “So what d’you mekk o’ that then? After our young ladies, I’ll be bound, though what Todd Woodruff’s up to is anybody’s guess.” What the dickens did the lad think he was doing calling on the young ladies of the house where his mother and father were servants?
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