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			Chapter 1


			October 1897—Briarstown, East Yorkshire


			Eliza


			


			Eliza Kingwell slipped her hands into the wash water to gather up her husband’s two work shirts, taking pleasure in leaving them to the last when the water was as dirty as it would get. Nervous excitement squeezed her chest as she kneaded and twisted. The nerves reminded her of how she used to feel singing for people who clapped and cheered and called for more.


			In exactly three weeks, Eliza would leave her home and this dreary washhouse forever. In the middle of the night, after Reg was gone to visit his sister in Leeds and all the snooping neighbors were tight asleep, Eliza would gather up the girls and go.


			She glanced over her shoulder to check she was alone in the washhouse, although she doubted anyone would come in so late in the day. The other women in the court did their washing and their gossiping in the morning when Eliza stayed away. She opened her mouth to let the delicious hum at the back of her throat escape into the frigid air.


			Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound


			She’d take the girls to the seaside when they got to Devon. When she’d lived there as a child, Dad and Ma could never afford to take her and her three brothers any farther than Exeter.


			That saved a wretch like me


			She let her voice rise, imagining the sound filling her with the warmth of a summer sun.


			I once was lost, but now am found


			Scooping Reg’s second shirt from the soap scum, she wrung it hard between her chapped palms and then hung it on the wooden rack.


			Was blind, but now I see…


			She held the final note for as long as possible before letting it fade to a whisper. Her eyes were well and truly open now.


			Eliza emptied the washbasin into the floor drain, then picked up the jam jar containing one sputtering candle and used it to light her way across the yard to her house. She paused on the scrubbed stoop. Candles flickered in the windows of the eight houses in Court Four overlooking the cramped yard where the stink of the privies fouled the air, and people were forever coming and going. The yard was quiet now, with everyone gone inside for their tea.


			Another eight houses were built out from the backs of the yard houses and faced the street. Eliza would have much preferred living in an outside house like she had when she’d first come to the North. The wind off the moors battered the thin walls in winter, but at least she’d been able to breathe.


			She stumbled over a brick that had fallen from the front of the adjoining house. The state of the dwellings in Court Four were a disgrace. The bosses should be ashamed of themselves. Before his demotion from foreman back to the mill floor, Reg had promised they’d move to an outside house or, even better, a terrace house with a garden out back like they’d lived in when they were first married.


			It didn’t matter now. Squaring her shoulders, Eliza pushed open the door to her house. Reg sat slumped by the coal fire, every muscle slack with exhaustion after his fourteen-hour shift at the mill.


			“Girls gone for the pie,” he said without looking up.


			“Good.” Eliza lowered herself onto a stool in front of the scarred table and picked up the newspaper. She searched for any mention of Mrs. Ruth Henton, formerly known as Ruth Kingwell. Beautiful, talented, and adored—Ruth had left Briarstown for London twelve years earlier. 


			She found it on the second page.


			THE PROFESSIONAL BEAUTY. Mr. Andrews is severe upon the “professional beauty,” but makes a special exception in favour of Mrs. Ruth Henton. In addition to being exceedingly fair, Mrs. Henton is a charming singer, and the writer has often attended with infinite pleasure her performances at Mr. Johnson’s Palladia Theatre. It is therefore perhaps unsurprising that the Prince of Wales has been seen accompanying her to dinner on several occasions.


			“Anything about our Ruth in the paper today?” Reg asked.


			“No,” Eliza said.


			“What about them rumors? Do you think they’re true?”


			“Your Ruth and the Prince of Wales? Don’t be daft.” Eliza folded the paper and held it in her lap. She hadn’t had a letter from her old friend in over nine years, the last time being a note to congratulate her on the birth of Lily May, her second eldest, back in ’87. Ruth hadn’t bothered to acknowledge the births of Gladys, Emily, and Bessie. Tendrils of resentment wrapped around Eliza’s heart, making her despise herself and Ruth in equal measure. 


			Four-year-old Bessie ran over to Reg and pulled at his pant leg, begging for a ride on his knee.


			“Come here, you,” Eliza said. “Your dad doesn’t want to be bothered with giving rides. He’s worked all day.”


			“She’s all right,” Reg said as he patted the child’s plump cheeks.


			“Bessie!”


			The child looked up, fear clouding her blue eyes. Eliza felt a pang of remorse for her tone, but it couldn’t be helped. Bessie had to learn whose word was law in the house. Reg was too soft on the girls, especially Bessie, whom he coddled more than was good for her. Bessie sullenly crossed the room and joined Emily, who was sitting on the floor cradling a doll. To Eliza’s relief, Emily relaxed her grip on the doll and allowed her little sister to sit next to her. 


			The door crashed open, and Annie and Lily May burst into the room, bringing with them a blast of cold air and the welcome smell of a freshly baked meat pie. 


			Eliza’s stomach churned. She’d not had a moment to herself to eat so much as a piece of toast all day.


			“I’m telling her!” Lily May said.


			“No, you’re not!” Annie exclaimed. “I’m the eldest. I’ll do it.” 


			“Pipe down, girls!” Reg said. “I’ve enough to put up with at t’mill without comin’ home to more racket.”


			“You heard your father.” Eliza couldn’t risk making Reg angry before she could ask him about the photograph. It was the last thing she needed before executing her Plan.


			She always thought about it with a capital P. A Plan was much more likely to happen than a plain old plan.


			“But Ma!” Annie said. “You’ll want to hear this.”


			“We was talking with Mrs. McKay while we was waiting,” Lily May added.


			Eliza stood and reached for the warm packet. “I can’t imagine anything Hattie McKay has to say would interest me.”


			“Mrs. McKay asked me to ask you to…”


			“For pity’s sake, I couldn’t care less. Hattie and I’ve not had a good word for each other since we were girls.”


			“But Ma!”


			Eliza cut a thick slice of the pie and put it on a plate. “Stop your dancing about and take this to your dad,” she said, handing the plate to Lily May.


			“Mrs. McKay said I was to give you this,” Annie said, holding out a scrap of torn newspaper. “She said you’d want to know.” 


			


			“She did!” Lily May exclaimed, running back to the table after handing her father his pie. “She said it were right up your street.”


			“What are you on about?”


			“Please read it, Ma,” Annie said more quietly.


			“Put it on the table. I’ll look at it later.” Eliza held up one hand. “That’s enough. You’re upsetting Dad with all your carrying on. Where’s Gladys?”


			“She told me before we went out that she weren’t hungry,” Annie said.


			“Wasn’t hungry,” Eliza corrected her. “Well, we’ll not wait.”


			She sliced equal portions of the pie and then sat down to eat, conscious that both Annie and Lily May were staring at her and that neither had taken even one bite.


			“Eat your pie before it gets cold,” Eliza scolded. She waited until each girl picked up her fork and started eating before smoothing out the torn scrap of paper. Someone had circled an advertisement with a thick black pencil, partially obscuring some of the text.


			But the gist was clear enough.


			“You going to do it, Ma?” Lily May asked, her mouth full.


			“Going to do what?” Reg called from his place by the fire.


			“Nothing,” Eliza said, picking up the paper and crushing it into her fist. “Close your mouth when you eat, for pity’s sake, Lily May.” She frowned at her across the table. “There’s more meat and less pastry than usual. Are you sure Mrs. Dorman didn’t over-charge you?”


			“Of course she didn’t,” Lily May said indignantly. “We paid her the same as always. I wouldn’t let her cheat us.”


			“That’s all right then.” Eliza suppressed a smile. Of all the girls, quick-witted Lily May, who bristled at the slightest criticism, warranted or not, reminded Eliza most of herself. 


			“You ‘ave to do it, Ma,” Annie said, calm and capable as always. Eliza felt a rush of tenderness towards her eldest. With her over-inflated sense of duty, Annie could be counted on to help keep the four other girls in line. Eliza would need Annie’s steady hand when they moved back to Devon. 


			“I don’t have to do anything,” Eliza said. It would never do to let the girls see her as anything but sure of herself. “I’ve no time for such foolishness. Help your sisters with the washing up. I’d best get Gladys.” 


			Eliza stuffed the paper into her pocket, then rose from the table and set off up the two twisting flights of stairs to the top floor. Gladys sat on the bed she shared with Lily May, Annie, and Emily. As expected, she was reading. Eliza knew she should scold her for not coming down to her tea. A good mother never spoiled her children.


			“Why didn’t you want your tea?” she asked.


			Gladys lowered the book that was almost too big for her small hands. “I’m sorry, Ma. I’d got to such an exciting bit, and I didn’t want to stop to eat.” She looked up at Eliza. Put her in boys’ clothes and she’d be the image of Reg. But where his deep blue eyes flashed contempt, hers shone with wonder.


			“What book?”


			Gladys held it up—a tattered copy Eliza recognized as a book she’d read and loved when she was Gladys’s age. “My teacher let me bring it home.”


			Eliza held out her hand.


			“Can I have it back tomorrow, Ma?”


			Eliza saw herself as Gladys must—straight, black-clad—and unloving.


			Like her own mother.


			“You can,” she said. “And when you’re done reading it, I want you to tell me how you liked it.”


			The relief on Gladys’s face rebuked Eliza. She turned away, the book heavy as a brick in her hands. She hated making her girls afraid of her, but what choice did she have? It was her job to keep them safe and teach them how to get on in life in a world that wouldn’t do them any favors. They needed to be tough.


			“Go down and get your tea,” she said gruffly.


			After Gladys left the small attic room, Eliza opened the book and read words that were like old friends. How she’d missed falling into Alice’s adventures. When she was Gladys’s age, she hadn’t read books so much as inhaled them. As soon as she got the girls and herself back to Devon, she’d make time to read again.


			Closing the book with a snap, Eliza descended from the top to the middle floor and placed the book in the bottom drawer of the bureau next to the trundle bed where Bessie slept. She took a moment to smooth her hand across the worn coverlet on the double bed. At least they’d not yet been reduced to taking in a lodger. Some of the women in the court divided the middle room with a curtain, sleeping on one side with their husbands and whatever children didn’t fit in the top room, and renting out a single bed on the other side. Eliza knew of at least three women who had two people sharing the one bed—going and coming at different times of the day and night, so they never met. 


			Maybe if they had a lodger sleeping so close, Reg would think twice before hurting her.


			She carried on down the twisting stairway to the ground floor. Bessie and Emily were quietly playing with Emily’s doll, and Reg had fallen asleep next to the fire. While Gladys was finishing her piece of pie, Annie and Lily May sat at the table, their backs straight, and their eyes fixed on Eliza as she entered the room.


			“You should do it, Ma,” Annie said.


			“Off to bed with the lot of you,” Eliza snapped.


			“But…” Lily May said.


			“I said go!” With effort, Eliza resisted the urge to swat Lily May’s backside as she headed for the stairs. Her daughters were all that kept her upright most days but keeping them safe frayed her patience and left her irritable more often than she would have liked.


			She picked up a stack of washed plates, rattling them as she put them away to rouse Reg. All day she’d been dreading asking him, but there was nothing to be gained by waiting any longer.


			“What do you want, woman? You’re making enough noise to raise the dead.”


			Eliza crossed the small room to stand in front of him. “I want us to get a photograph taken,” she said. “Of our family. All of us.” She let the words come out in a rush before she lost her nerve.


			“Why? Sounds expensive.”


			“It’s what everyone’s doing these days,” Eliza said. “Doris Blair had one taken with her family last month. Her Ed makes less than you at the mill. If they can afford it, we can too.” 


			“I’ll say what we can afford,” Reg growled.


			“I want a photograph taken of our family.” Eliza crossed her arms over her chest and stared down at him. She almost always got what she wanted just by asking—at least she had in the years before Reg started drinking again.


			Reg sat still, fists curled on his knees. She tamped down a twinge of fear, reminding herself that he only came after her at night when the girls were sleeping, and only if he’d spent the evening at the pub. She held her breath. A fluttering in her stomach—the first with the new child—reminded her that she had to have this photograph taken—and soon. She owed it to her girls to have something of their father to take with them when they left Briarstown.


			To her relief, Reg’s fists uncurled.


			“Suit yourself,” he said as he heaved himself to his feet. “Happen it can’t do no harm.” 


			Eliza knew he’d agreed only because Ed Blair had a photograph taken with his family. Reg hated taking second place to anyone.


			For a moment, he loomed over her as if daring her to flinch.


			“Thank you,” she said, refusing to give him the satisfaction of seeing her cowed. “I’ll make the appointment for next week.”


			“Nothing fancy, mind,” he said. “I’m not made of money. Only get the one photograph with me in the center and you and the girls gathered around.” He pulled his coat off the hook.


			“You’re going out?” Eliza tried and failed to keep the dismay from her voice.


			“Aye, well, I’m that parched.”


			“It’s awful raw out there,” she said.


			“You needn’t wait up. I’ll be back when I’m back.”


			The door slammed shut behind him.


			Eliza sank into Reg’s chair, still warm and smelling of his sweat and oil from the machinery at the mill. She fished the ad from her pocket.


			Female voice choir of not less than eight and no more than twenty voices.


			For a second, she let herself imagine staying in Briarstown and giving Reg another chance—and maybe even singing again. 


			Real singing for an audience that clapped and cheered only for her.


			She tossed the ad into the fire, then turned away to avoid seeing the paper flare across the hot coals. 


		


	

		

			Chapter 2


			


			London


			Ruth


			Ruth Henton inhaled the sickly-sweet scent of William’s lilies. What a dear he was to send them. She would let him kiss her the next time they met.


			Leaning close to the mirror, she wiped the last of the white greasepaint from her chin and neck, then dipped a finger into the pot of rouge and smoothed it onto her cheeks.


			Was it her imagination, or did she need more color than she used to?


			Of course not. She was at the height of her beauty and her powers. Everyone said so, and if the bloom of youth came from a jar, well, what of it? She glanced down at the folded note delivered with the lilies after she’d returned to her dressing room, flushed with triumph and shaky with exhaustion.


			William had sent her lilies because she’d once mentioned they were her favorite. She’d not told him it was because they reminded her of Mother. Ruth thought about the small vase balanced atop the casket on that frosty January day fifteen years earlier. She let the memory settle for a few moments, acknowledging the ache that never eased, no matter how many years passed. If only Mother could see her now!


			Ruth had everything worth having in the world-—fame, beauty, money, and a voice rewarded every night with roars of adulation from the young men crowding the stalls. She also had William, who was handsome and rich, and called her the most exquisite singer in London. What a wonderful word was exquisite! Nothing in the squalid years she’d spent with Mother before Reg Kingwell came into their lives had ever been exquisite.


			Also, William wanted her, which her own husband did not, nor ever would.


			“These come for you, Miss.” Katie held out a massive vase bristling with red roses.


			“Put them next to the lilies,” Ruth said. She loathed roses with their perfect furled beauty and velvet touch. Mother used to say only men without imagination sent roses. Reg Kingwell had courted Mother with bunches of wildflowers picked from the hedgerows. 


			


			“Don’t you want to know who they’s from?” Katie asked.


			“Is there a note?”


			“Yes, Miss.” Katie handed her a square of plain, stiff paper reeking of wealth and privilege. 


			Could it be?


			Ruth had heard rumors that the Prince of Wales was to be in the audience, but she’d refused to believe it. If she’d known he was watching her, she might have let nerves get the better of her. That was something she couldn’t afford to do. She was Ruth Henton—darling of the London stage. The public deserved to see her always at her best. 


			She read the note and blushed. Really, he was going too far.


			“Do you like the gentleman, Miss?”


			“Oh yes, I suppose I do,” Ruth said, laughing. “I could hardly not like him, all things considered.”


			“Miss?”


			Ruth waved away the question. The girl was barely grown and still starstruck. Life would take the bloom from her cheeks soon enough. Unlike Ruth, young Katie had no talent and no connections to take her from the dressing room to the stage.


			“Help me into my gown, please,” Ruth said, not quite suppressing a groan as she rose to her feet and raised her arms. She was exhausted, but resting was out of the question for many hours yet. “I’ve got more important things to think about than men and flowers.” 


			As the emerald-green gown slipped over Ruth’s head and down her body, the feel of silk caressing her skin reinvigorated her. Its soft rustling was a foretaste of the murmurs of admiration that would follow her when she passed through the dining salon to meet with the prince.


			There had been a time in Ruth’s life when the only silk she saw adorned the dresses worn by the haughty women her mother toiled for.


			Now she wore silk gowns every day.


			Most of the time, Ruth didn’t think about her life before coming to London, before her voice and her face became her fortune. But the note from the Prince of Wales had given her pause. She wondered if he’d have sent it if he’d known about her humble beginnings.


			Very humble, she reminded herself with a half-smile. She must take care not to betray herself. The family story she’d manufactured about her life before marrying James would not withstand scrutiny.


			“Miss?” Katie held out a bracelet made of interlocking gold rings. 


			


			Ruth held out her wrist. If Katie had ever noticed the slight bump protruding from her smooth skin, she’d had the sense to say nothing. Perhaps she suspected what had caused it. Katie came from a rough part of London and was likely no stranger to angry men with loud voices and quick fists.


			Like her stepfather, Ruth thought, suppressing a shudder. As always when she let herself think about Reg Kingwell, Ruth felt shame like a slap across her heart. Her old friend Eliza had spent the last twelve years married to Reg while Ruth had fashioned a life that every chorus girl in London would kill for.


			The bracelet’s smooth rings shone softly in the gaslight. James had given it to her on the day of their wedding—the first and only day of her married life she’d been truly happy.


			Sighing, Ruth contemplated spending what little energy she had left entertaining the future King. She’d much prefer dining with William, but turning down the Prince of Wales was unthinkable. If she offended him, he could ruin her career with a flick of one thick finger.


			She could not allow that to happen. Ruth needed applause like she needed air. Without it, she’d be less than nothing.


			“You look beautiful, Miss,” Katie said. “But then you always look beautiful.”


			“Thank you, Katie. I haven’t always been as I am now.”


			“I can’t imagine it, Miss.” Katie picked up a pearl necklace and held it to Ruth’s throat. “This will go real nice with your gown.”


			Ruth pointed to a small unopened box next to her hairbrush. “Bring me that one.”


			She’d wear the gift from her latest conquest, but she’d dine with the prince.


			An hour later, Ruth swept into the foyer outside the Savoy Hotel’s private dining room. The Prince of Wales stood apart from a gaggle of elegantly dressed ladies and gentlemen. He was resplendent in full evening dress—a tailcoat with shawl collar and a straight-cut waist that emphasized his impressive girth. A watch chain suspended from a white silk waistcoat caught the light. He was shorter than she expected and much wider. She’d read that he was to turn fifty-six in a few weeks, but he looked ten years older—much older than the man she’d prefer to spend the rest of her evening with.


			Taking a deep breath, Ruth prepared herself to greet him. If she comported herself well, she could become the next Mrs. Lily Langtry. As a mistress of the Prince of Wales, she’d have fame far beyond what she already enjoyed.


			Is that what you truly want?


			Ruth shut away the question and dropped into a full curtsy, her eyes fixed on shoes shined so brightly, she blinked. When she rose, she flashed her brightest smile.


			“Your performance was magnificent, my dear,” he said. “We were enthralled.”


			“Thank you, Your Majesty. I am honored.”


			“Quite.” He held out his arm for her. “Shall we?”


			She took his arm and walked with him into the exclusive dining room. Every head swiveled to follow their progress, William’s included. He was seated at a table with three other gentlemen. She wondered whether he’d notice that she was wearing his necklace. Snatches of whispers reached Ruth as she passed.


			“She’s a singer.”


			“Very pretty, don’t you think?”


			“She’s also a P.B., but I consider her passable at best.”


			“These Professional Beauties are no better than they should be.”


			“I heard her sing last week. Superb voice.”


			“Look at that skin!”


			“Magnificent.”


			“Quite.”


			“Bertie loves a pretty face.”


			“Don’t we all?”


			Over the next several hours, Ruth endured rather than enjoyed her dinner. The variety and quantity of food brought to their table was truly astonishing. She couldn’t help comparing the fine creations with fancy French names to the table scraps she’d lived off as a child before her mother married Reg Kingwell. A dish introduced to her as Cuisses de Nymphe Aurore and a favorite of the prince’s, turned out to be frog’s legs. Ruth’s stomach churned. 


			“You are enjoying yourself, my dear?” Bertie asked. “I must say, this beef has been cooked to perfection, but you’ve barely touched it.”


			“I’m enjoying it very much, sir,” Ruth lied. “But after a performance, I am rarely hungry.”


			“Ah, well, that is a shame.” He patted his stomach. “And not a problem we’ve ever been obliged to endure.”


			Ruth laughed dutifully while keeping her eye on William. He rose from his table and slipped out, leaving his companions talking animatedly. She longed to follow him and spend the rest of the night nestled in his arms. She blushed. How shameless she’d become—dining with one man while imagining herself in another’s arms.


			She spared no thought for her husband—or William’s wife, for that matter.


			Another two courses followed the beef. Ruth valiantly managed a few bites of each, but as the evening wore on and the food never seemed to end, she couldn’t help wishing she’d declined the prince’s invitation. Bertie was known for his charm and wit, but in Ruth’s opinion, he talked too much and laughed too loudly. Her head ached with the effort of keeping a smile on her face and her back erect. None of the other occupants at the large table paid her any attention. The women fixed their eyes on the men, who in turn watched Bertie.


			A waiter glided over, wine bottle in hand. Ruth shook her head, motioning him to step back. Bertie frowned. “You are unwell?” 


			“Oh, no!” she exclaimed. “But I confess I am fatigued, sir. Also, too much wine is not good for my voice.”


			“Ah, well, we can’t have that, can we?” 


			“No, sir.”


			“But here’s something you’re sure to enjoy,” he said, nodding to the line of waiters entering the dining room. “I ordered the chef to make this dessert especially for you.”


			One of the waiters set a cut-glass bowl in front of Ruth. It contained one glossy peach sitting atop several scoops of ice cream infused with a red sauce—raspberry, most likely. Ruth didn’t even want to speculate how much it must have cost to serve such exotic fruits in October.


			“It’s a specialty of our chef, Monsieur Escoffier,” Bertie said.


			“It looks delicious.”


			“Yes, of course, but you must know the story behind it.”


			“Sir?”


			“A few years back, Escoffier created it to honor Nellie Melba.”


			“The Australian soprano?” Ruth was impressed. She’d heard Madame Melba sing the role of Nedda in Pagliacci at Covent Garden in 1893. That had been in the early years of her marriage to James, when he would sometimes accompany her to the opera. The soprano’s voice had captivated Ruth. The next morning, she read in the paper that Melba’s performance was “simply delicious in its fullness, richness and purity.” Although Ruth had enjoyed her share of glowing reviews, never had she come close to receiving such fulsome praise. 


			“Escoffier calls his dessert Peach Melba,” Bertie said. “Is that not amusing?”


			“Very,” Ruth said. She picked up her spoon and sliced off a morsel of peach. Although no stranger to good food since marrying James, Ruth had rarely tasted anything so wonderful.


			“Perhaps one day, Escoffier will create a dessert in your honor. What do you think of that?”


			“It would be delightful,” Ruth said.


			“Eat up, my dear. We hope you’ve enjoyed yourself?”


			“Of course, sir.” She took a few more bites of the dessert. Did the Prince of Wales really think she could be famous enough to have a dessert named in her honor? Nellie Melba sang on the great stages of the world in London, Paris, Berlin, and even New York.


			Ruth wanted to believe it, but the same small voice that had questioned her earlier whispered the truth. 


		


	

		

			Chapter 3


			Briarstown


			Eliza 


			“I’m off,” Reg said, pushing back from the table, scattering crumbs on to the newly swept floor. The one candle flickered and was almost extinguished in the damp morning air.


			“Don’t forget we’re to be at the photographer’s studio at two o’clock,” Eliza said. She slid past him and picked up the poker next to the grate. The coals sputtered and sparked as she nudged at them, coaxing a few more flames to warm the room before the girls came down.


			“I won’t.”


			“I’ll bring your good jacket to the photographer’s. Are you sure old Jonas will let you off?”


			“Of course. I told you already, he’s gonna ask Mr. Lewiston to make me foreman again. Says he shouldn’t have let Lewiston listen to that hussy, and that I was the best foreman he’d ever worked with.”


			“That was two years ago, and he’s not lifted a finger to help you since. What’s he waiting for?” Eliza pushed down the disgust she always felt when she thought about Reg and his goings-on with the mill girls.


			“Just like you to go on about money. Can’t you be glad for what we got?”


			“We have five girls to keep fed and clothed.”


			Reg rose from the table so quickly he knocked his plate to the floor. “That’s enough from you.”


			Eliza stood still, the poker held loosely in her hand as she watched him blunder around the small room. She wondered if she would have the nerve to use the poker if he came at her.


			“The whistle’s going to sound in a few minutes,” she said, keeping her voice flat. She held his gaze, her chin high. He was a good head taller than she was and twice as broad, but she knew she was safe. He never came at her if there was any chance one of the girls might come downstairs and see. “You’d best get going before the girls get up.”


			Moments after Reg clapped his cap on his head and clumped out of the house, Eliza braced her hands against the table to quell a ripple of nausea. This pregnancy wasn’t going as smoothly as the others. Perhaps she should see the doctor. But doctors cost money, and she didn’t want Reg to know about the new baby.


			Eliza thought about the advertisement Hattie McKay had given the girls two weeks earlier. She wondered if Hattie had convinced any of the other women in the neighborhood to form a choir. If so, no one had bothered to tell her.


			And that, Eliza had to admit, was her own fault. She purposely kept her distance from the other women and would rather die than let on what went on behind closed doors. If people suspected, they’d blame her.


			Eliza Kingwell’s as sharp-tongued as they come. 


			She don’t deserve Reg Kingwell and that’s a fact. 


			


			Everyone knows he’s a fine sort—handsome as a toff and always with a good word for everyone he meets.


			Mind you, there were that bit of bother with Merilee Adams.


			Aye, but I don’t credit a word of it.


			My Frank says he can be a mean drunk.


			I’ve heard he’s got a temper.


			Aye, but a man like Reg’s not the kind to go lookin’ for trouble. If you ask me, it were Merilee wanting attention.


			Eliza’s lucky to ‘ave him.


			Aye.


			Eliza slathered jam across bread for the girls’ breakfasts and thought about the work she needed to do to get the frocks and pinafores ready for the photograph. She’d wear the black dress she’d been given years earlier and worn only a handful of times. Even after five children, the dress still molded tightly to her body. Eliza was proud of having kept her figure when so many did not. It was little enough to be proud about, but it was something. 


			She remembered the first time she’d worn the dress. The applause had been loud enough to tear the roof off the auditorium. She’d felt it like a stiff cleansing wind off the moor. For those few seconds, Eliza had floated high above the dreary town and glimpsed a new future.


			The girls tumbled into the room, arguing and jostling. Eliza scolded them half-heartedly while she set to work ironing Annie’s pinafore. While her tongue directed the girls, she put the finishing touches on the Plan. She could hardly believe she was about to put it in motion after eight years of saving ha’penny after ha’penny, month after month.


			A small part of her wished things could be different. Until he’d started drinking again, Reg had been a decent enough husband. The first time she’d felt the crack of his open hand against her cheek, her only emotion had been surprise.


			That quickly changed to rage and then resolve as the drinking got worse and the nights longer. Thank goodness for Granny back in Devon. Eliza thought of the letter hidden under the mattress.


			Come as soon as you’re able.


			What would Ma say? It didn’t bear thinking about, which is why Eliza wouldn’t tell her. The day after Reg left for Leeds, she and the girls would up and go, and that would be the end of her life in Briarstown.


			Eliza looked away from her ironing to hide the tears pricking her eyes. Nineteen long years ago, she’d come to the North from Devon full of dreams. Dad had told her she could go to school and become a teacher, that she was dead clever and could run rings around her two big brothers. Granny always said they had one brain between the two of them. Eliza grinned at the memory. Granny never minced words. Dad used to call her formidable, a word Eliza liked to take out every so often and think about. Did her own girls think of her as formidable? She was stern with them to be sure, but they must know how much she loved them—as fiercely as her own mother had not loved her.


			Blinking hard, Eliza hung Annie’s pinafore over the back of a chair and then reached for Gladys’s. The girl was growing like a weed and almost as tall as Annie. Eliza added starch to the frill around the bib, then hung it over another chair and ironed three more pinafores. Absently, she put her hand on her stomach. Would the new one be a boy?


			She hadn’t told Reg she was expecting. He’d go all soppy and get his hopes up yet again, and then, if a boy didn’t come, he’d blame her. But if all went as she planned, Reg would never know about his sixth child.


			Eliza opened the cupboard and pulled out a small box from its hiding place at the back. It was so full the coins barely clinked together, and the box was almost too heavy to hold easily in one hand.


			The photograph would be ready in time for Eliza to take with her when she left Briarstown. She planned to tell the girls they were going south for a visit to their great-granny and that their father knew all about it. She’d let them look at the photograph and she’d never turn the girls against their father, even though he deserved it.


			“Ma!” called Gladys.


			Eliza put the box back on the shelf and closed the cupboard. “I’m right here. You needn’t shout.”


			“Annie took the hair brush off me!”


			“Oh, for pity’s sake.” Eliza handed a pinafore to each girl, then lined them up in front of her, youngest to eldest. The pinafores glowed in the dim light, a testament to her morning’s work. She dared any woman in the court to do better.


			“I didn’t, Ma!” Annie exclaimed. “Gladys is telling tales. I gave the brush to Lily May.”


			“Well, I don’t have it,” Lily May said. “Ask Emily.”


			“Come here,” Eliza said to Gladys. She sat on a stool and pointed to the floor. Obediently, Gladys knelt with her back to Eliza. “If we’re late because of you, your dad will be angry.”


			“I’m sorry, Ma.”


			“Sorry won’t get us there on time,” Eliza said. She took the brush from Emily, placed it against the crown of Gladys’s head, and pulled.


			“Ow!”


			She tugged again, but a little more gently. What kind of mother took her anger out on her children?


			“Ma!”


			“Hush. I’ll be another minute. You don’t want to be looking a mess for the photograph, do you?”


			The knots seemed to multiply the more she brushed. How could one small child get herself in such a state? Each tangled strand reminded Eliza of how she was failing her girls.


			After a few more strokes, Eliza gave up and placed the brush on the table.


			“That’ll have to do,” she said, clambering to her feet and turning away before the girls saw her face crumple like hot coals prodded into flame.


			What would Dad think if he could see what she’d become?


			She picked up her flat hat and pinned it to her hair, all the while breathing slowly to master the grief that still washed over her, usually when she least expected it. Behind her, she heard the girls chattering as they pulled on their coats and hats. 


			“Annie,” she said, turning around. “You go on ahead with your sisters. I’ll catch you up in a few minutes.”


			“Yes, Ma.”


			The minute the door closed behind the girls, Eliza let herself sink into a chair. As she stared unseeing at the scarred tabletop, she heard again the rats and mice rustling in the thatch above the small cot where she slept in the rundown cottage in Devon in which she’d spent the first ten years of her life. 


			She stared out of the tiny window and in the twilight saw Dad sitting on a stone wall, his head bowed into his hands. With the sun finally gone, shafts of the rising moon flooded the yard as bright as day. Dad’s shoulders trembled, and with a start, Eliza realized he was crying How could that be? Men didn’t cry, and yet here was Dad—big, rough, silent Dad—shaking with sobs.


			She thought of the letter Ma had left on the table downstairs. It was from Ma’s brother, Bob, who used to live in the next village with his wife, Agnes, and their three boys. A year or two back, they’d moved away, and Eliza remembered Ma saying how she’d never do such a thing, not in a month of Sundays, and didn’t understand how Agnes would put up with it. 


			So why had Dad announced earlier that evening that they were moving to the North? It didn’t make sense.  Eliza needed to read that letter. Careful not to wake up Ma, who slept with baby Ernie a few feet away, Eliza crept down the stairs, willing the old treads not to creak. Her two older brothers were jumbled together in one corner of the main room like two loose-limbed calves. She paused at the bottom step. Were they asleep yet? But she couldn’t risk waiting. Dad would be coming in any moment, and it wouldn’t do for him to find her out of bed for no good reason. She darted toward the table and picked up the letter just as the back door opened.


			“Here, you!” Dad shuffled forward, his voice a whisper. “What you still doing up?”


			“I wanted to read the letter,” Eliza said. “Ma asked the boys to, but they wouldn’t.”


			Dad’s teeth flashed in a half-smile. “No surprise there.” He grasped Eliza’s arm. “Come, lass. Bring it outside.” 


			Eliza followed him without a word as he led her into the yard. In the moonlight, she saw his cheeks were wet.


			“Read it out loud.”


			Eliza unfolded the single sheet of cheap paper.


			Dear Archie


			My best, good wishes to you and Gladys and the littles. We be all fine and miss you. Jobs be going begging here. Come soon as you can. Work in the mill’s hard but steady. Good wages for you and the big boys and even your girl. Boss has got houses to let. They be small, but not so cold in winter like what you be used to.


			Best to all, Bob


			Eliza looked up at her father, too afraid to speak. Good wages for her and the boys? She couldn’t go to school if she were out earning wages. But she didn’t ask Dad because likely he had no more answers than she did. Instead, she handed him the letter and sat next to him. 


			“You know Mr. Barton? Over at the big house?” Dad said finally. “He be wantin’ to pull down the cottages. Build new ones.”


			“Why can’t we live in one of the new ones?”


			Dad shrugged. “No point if we don’t got work. Barton don’t need us next year.”


			“What about another estate?”


			“It be the same everywhere, Eliza. World’s changin’. Your Uncle Bob, he be smart gettin’ out.” Dad crushed the letter between his large hands. “Your Ma don’t like it, but she’s come ‘round, so we be going.”


			“What will the new place be like?” she asked, to keep him talking. Never had he spoken to her like this, like she was something more than a nuisance to be teased and tolerated.


			Dad put his arm around her and pulled her close. She smelled hay and sweat and ale. “Who be to say?”


			“Will we like it there?”


			“Who be to say?” he said again. And then, to Eliza’s surprise, he looked down at her and grinned. Black holes gaped where some teeth were missing. “S’pose we got to wait and see.”


			“Will I have to go work in the mill?”


			“Ah no, lass. You be too young and too clever.”


			“What?” Eliza pulled away and looked up at Dad. He’d never called her clever. Once, her teacher had said she had brains to burn, but the way she’d said it hadn’t sounded like a compliment. Still, Eliza had mulled over and delighted in the words for weeks. Having brains to burn had to be better than having just one brain between two, like her brothers.


			Chuckling, he squeezed her arm. “You don’t think I sees you read better than both them boys put together?” 


			“I want to be a teacher, Dad,” she blurted before she had time to think better of it. “Can I go to school up north?”


			“Aye, ‘course you can. Now your Ma’s agreed to move after always sayin’ she never would, aught’s possible.” 


			He pulled her to her feet and turned her toward the door to the cottage, then leaned close and whispered, “Don’t be mentionin’ our little chat to Ma.”


			“I won’t.”


			That night, Eliza lay awake long after Dad was snoring fit to blow the rafters off. She stared unblinking into the darkness and began to build, brick by brick, her first ever castle in the air.


			Sighing, Eliza dragged herself back to the present. The girls would be halfway to the photographer’s by now, and here she was wasting time with memories. 


			But oh, how she missed Dad—the only person in her life who she knew for certain had truly loved her.


		


	

		

			Chapter 4


			London


			Ruth


			Ruth opened her eyes at noon and stared up at the ceiling of her bedroom. Her head throbbed and her mouth felt dry. The events of the night before spun across her mind’s eye—the Prince of Wales and his demands for attention, the endless courses of rich food, the barely disguised sneers of the other women, the sweet taste of the Peach Melba. 


			She should feel elated, but a hollowness filled her chest, as if she were little more than a shell with no compass and no purpose.


			Ruth sat up in bed and hugged her knees. For years, she’d dreamed of becoming a serious opera star like Nellie Melba. She wanted to perform the big roles—Aida, Violetta, Mimi. The names of the heroines chased themselves around her mind like the wisps of cotton clogging the air back home in Briarstown.


			A knock on the door ushered in Constance.


			“Where’s Sally?” Ruth asked.


			“She’s poorly.” Constance set down a cup of tea and then opened the heavy curtains to reveal leaden skies. “It’s gone noon,” she said. “Shall I draw you a bath?”


			“Yes, please.” A steaming tub perfumed with lavender might help ease the aching of her head, although she wished it was Sally and not the housekeeper attending her.


			“Very good.” Constance picked up the clothes Ruth had scattered around the bedroom the night before and folded them with the air of a martyr. She was a spare, sour-faced spinster who rarely bothered to hide her disapproval of her mistress. Ruth used to complain to James, but he’d only shrug and remind her that competent servants were not easy to find or keep, and that she needed to make more of an effort. After all, Constance had been with his family for thirty years, which was far longer than Ruth had been Mrs. James Henton. She should be grateful to have such a capable woman running the household.


			“Is the master at home?” Ruth asked.


			“No, Ma’am.” 


			“When did he leave?”


			“He didn’t come home last night, Ma’am. Bed’s not been slept in.” She said the last part with barely disguised relish.


			“I see. Thank you, Constance. You may get my bath ready.”


			Constance shut the door behind her firmly enough to rattle the teacup in its saucer. Ruth sighed. Sally would have cheered her up. Like Katie at the theater, the girl was young, and still full of hope in a world that held few prospects for her.


			Ruth was well aware of how close she’d come to sharing the same fate as Sally and Katie and thousands of other working-class girls. A pretty face and a nice singing voice meant nothing without connections.


			She leaned back against the pillow, feeling drained and listless. How would she find the energy to perform? A profound loneliness settled around her as she thought about the rest of her day. She had no one to call upon and could expect no visitors. In her twelve years in London, she hadn’t made any female friends outside of the theater—and most of them were more rivals than friends.


			In less than five hours, she’d again be in her dressing room preparing to perform. Hundreds of people depended on her to sing and flutter her fan and make them laugh, so for a few hours they could forget their troubles.


			The week before, a review in The Times had described Ruth as “a perfect picture to look at and equally pleasant to listen to...tall, rounded, and graceful, an English rose with a wealth of fair hair and a soprano voice of rare flexibility and power.” 


			A wealth of fair hair. Yes, that much was certainly true. Ruth remembered how fascinated Eliza had been by Ruth’s hair when they were girls, how she’d stare longingly at the ribbons Mother tied into bows.


			Eliza had never worn ribbons in her hair. Her old friend always looked so serious, her hair plaited into two tight braids the color of coal dust. If she could see Ruth now, would she be green with envy? Anyone who heard the pair of them sing together would know Eliza had the stronger voice. If she’d been blessed with Ruth’s opportunities, a role like Mimi in La Bohème would have been well within her powers.


			Ruth stood and held her arms out from her body, then twirled in a slow circle to get her blood moving. It was foolish to think about the past. In a few hours, young men would throw roses at her feet and roar “encore”, and maybe the Prince of Wales would again invite her to dine with him. If he did not, then William would.


			What did it matter that she’d never have a dessert named after her?


			Several hours later, Ruth sat in front of the large mirror in her dressing room at the theater. The scent of lilies and roses still permeated the air, but thankfully, her headache had receded, and she felt ready for the performance.


			Katie poked a yellow paper fan into Ruth’s black wig.


			“Put in another one,” Ruth said.


			“Yes, Miss.” Katie placed the second fan towards the front of the wig and arranged it so it pointed downwards.


			“Perfect. Help me up.”


			Katie grasped Ruth’s elbow and pulled her up and then adjusted the wide red obi keeping her kimono in place. The costume was so tight that Ruth could barely walk in it, which, of course, was the point. As a demure Japanese maid in The Mikado, she wasn’t meant to stride across the stage like a suffragate.


			The melody of her first song in Act 1 ran through her mind. Three Little Maids was one of the production’s most popular numbers. Ruth dearly hoped Helen, the girl who played Pitti-Sing, would stay on key. The night before, her voice had cracked on a high note and almost thrown Ruth off. Thankfully, Vera as Peep-Bo had a good, strong voice that blended pleasingly with Ruth’s. But if it happened again, Ruth would go straight to Mr. Johnson and demand that he replace Helen.


			A knock on the door was Ruth’s signal to shuffle to the wings to wait for her cue. The performance was already well underway. She watched the antics of the actor who played Nanki-Poo, her love interest, interact with the dreadfully over-acting man who played Pooh-Bah. The audience lapped it all up, laughing uproariously and applauding loud and long after every song.


			Behind her, she heard the other two “maids” whispering as they awaited their cue. Ruth breathed deeply to quell the nerves that never left her, no matter how often she performed. She’d played Yum Yum in The Mikado for six weeks now and had at least another eight weeks to go. After that, Mr. Johnson was sure to give her a starring role in the next production.


			Two hours later, Ruth swept into a deep curtsy, her fan fluttering across her face, her eyes downcast in feigned modesty. The applause roared and crested, bathing her with love. She grinned behind her fan, then rose, lowered her fan, and as the audience howled their appreciation, swept again into a curtsy. The noise of the crowd vibrated her very soul. She was beautiful, talented, and celebrated. 


			The world belonged to her.


			“Another triumph!” William said later as he escorted her from the theater. “You never cease to amaze me, my dear.”


			“I should hope not,” Ruth said, laughing. “Thank you for the lilies. You’re too good to me. My dressing room is like a garden.”


			“No less than London’s most gifted singer deserves,” William said gallantly. “Now, where shall we dine?”


			“Somewhere quiet where we won’t be gawped at,” Ruth said. “I want you all to myself.”


			“In that case, I know the perfect place.”


			“Oh? And where might that be?” Ruth reflected that it was fortunate James had his own pursuits and wouldn’t notice—or care—if she arrived home late.


			“I’m glad not to be sharing you with the Prince of Wales tonight,” William said, as he led her to his carriage.


			“I’m nothing to the prince. He has plenty of women fawning over him and doesn’t need another.”


			“I’m not so sure about that.” William handed her into the carriage and climbed in next to her. He smelled delectable—expensive cologne mingled with a whiff of starch from his collar and the musky odor of his damp cloak.


			“What have you heard?” 


			“He’s casting about for a new, ah, companion now that Mrs. Langtry is out.”


			“The Prince of Wales has been attentive to me, but I doubt I’ll be replacing Mrs. Langtry or any of his other ladies. He enjoys his dalliances, but he prefers women of rank.”


			


			“Your husband is a wealthy man.”


			“True.” Ruth leaned her head against William’s shoulder, sighing. “Let’s not talk about my husband tonight.”


			“He’s also a tolerant man.”


			“He is.”


			Ruth closed her eyes, the familiar exhaustion after a performance taking hold. She was grateful that Bertie hadn’t required her presence at another lavish dinner. For a few minutes, she was glad to rest, knowing she had William all to herself—dear, handsome William, who was smitten by her. He had a wife tucked away at his country estate somewhere in Devon, or perhaps it was Dorset, but that only made their liaison even more alluring.


			Ruth enjoyed being able to follow her own desires. She’d been as tethered to the whims of men as a marionette was to its handler for too many years—Reg Kingwell, Uncle Edward, Mr. Johnson at the theater, and finally James. 


			Thankfully, her husband made few demands upon her time. She was the wife he needed to allay the rumors, and he was the husband she needed to be respectable. He made sure she knew very little about his activities, and certainly nothing about his lovers. She was aware of the gossip about private clubs for men, but this was London. Private clubs were everywhere. She’d even heard it whispered that clubs existed for women who only wanted to be with women.
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