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PART ONE


Chapter 1

Waterley Hall, South Riding, Yorkshire, 1885

‘Do I look beautiful, Father?’ Ruth stood in the middle of the butler’s pantry and twirled around, showing off her fashionable bustle.

Seth Hargreaves leaned back in his chair, a satisfied expression on his face. ‘You look more of a lady than Her Ladyship.’

‘Yes I do, don’t I?’ It was dark outside and Ruth examined her image in the glass of the window. ‘Her Ladyship is an old frump, though, so that’s not difficult. Do you think His Lordship’s friends will like me?’

‘They won’t be able to take their eyes off you.’

Ruth felt a thrill of excitement run down her spine. Lord Laughton was young and handsome and clearly rich enough to buy Waterley Hall, complete with its resident servants and surrounding farms, without worrying about the costs of renovations. His friends in the Riding came from wealthy families who lived in grand houses. Ruth’s father had been butler to the old family at Waterley Hall, but that family had simply died out, and he was already a favourite of the new master.

‘Won’t Her Ladyship mind me being there?’ Ruth asked.

‘You leave all that to me. She’s gone to the shipyards for a few days. It’s up to you to assist His Lordship entertain his guests. I shall be serving dinner to keep a watch on you.’

‘Oh, Father, I’m so excited! Who else will be there?’

‘His Lordship’s London friends have already arrived with their lady escorts. One or two have brought their sisters. They will be the unattached ones, Ruth, but make sure you’re nice to everybody. They’re all young folk like His Lordship.’

‘Will they know that I’m your daughter?’

‘No, why should they? You’ll be presented as Miss Ruth. The guests will think you’re a relation. If anybody wants to know, say you’re a family friend.’

‘Oh! Am I a friend of Lord Laughton?’

‘His Lordship has asked for you and I’m honoured that he did. But don’t let me down; I have to keep in his favour if I want the house steward position.’

Ruth was indignant. ‘I do know how to behave like a lady,’ she said.

She had grown up with the previous family in residence – long-established aristocrats with a centuries-old family tree that had dwindled to nothing over the years. Nonetheless, Ruth had decided at a very early age that she wanted to be one of them, and her father had too.

‘Well, His Lordship is still seen as new money so just remember everything you’ve learned at that ladies’ college of yours. You can be a real lady if you play your cards right and this is your chance.’

‘Yes, Father.’

The door opened wide and Ivy Hargreaves walked in, her arms full of clean linen. She was much younger than her husband, who had been the butler at Waterley Hall when she had arrived as head parlourmaid over twenty years ago. Ivy was a small energetic woman. She read her bible, prayed every night and walked several miles to the nearest Methodist chapel on Sundays. The previous housekeeper then had been old, arthritic and, frankly, quite dotty. From the day she arrived at Waterley Hall, Ivy had done most of her work, and done it well.

‘You look very nice, my dear,’ Ivy said, ‘but I still don’t think this is a sensible idea. Not when Her Ladyship is away.’

‘Oh, Mother, don’t spoil everything now,’ Ruth moaned.

‘It’s a good opportunity for the girl, Ivy,’ her father argued. ‘There’s no point in spending all that money on a fancy ladies’ college if she doesn’t mix with real gentry.’

‘I’m not disagreeing with that. I just think, with Ruth being only seventeen, Her Ladyship should be present.’

‘If I were the daughter of the house I’d be a debutante, Mother,’ Ruth protested, ‘and attending dinners and balls every night.’

‘Seth,’ Ivy appealed to her husband, ‘His Lordship is known to have an eye for the ladies.’

‘I’ll be with her all the time. And what if he does flirt with my Ruth? It won’t do me any harm at all when it comes to the steward’s position.’

‘Besides, Mother,’ Ruth added, ‘If I’m to marry well, it isn’t enough for me to look beautiful. I have to know the right people, too.’

‘Well, just remember, dear,’ her mother replied, ‘if you’re not happy with anything, then excuse yourself and come down to me. I’ll be in my sitting room all evening.’

‘You don’t have to stay, Ivy. You go back to the cottage and I’ll bring Ruth home with me.’

‘But if she waits for you she will be very late.’

‘She doesn’t want to miss any of the fun, do you, Ruth?’ her father responded.

‘No, I don’t. I can talk to the ladies if the gentlemen go off to play cards or billiards. You want me to do that, don’t you, Mother?’

Ivy sighed. ‘Very well, dear.’

‘That’s settled then.’ Seth Hargreaves stood up. ‘Off you go, Ivy, and let me get on with the champagne.’

Ruth’s pretty blue eyes lit up. ‘Oh, champagne, how lovely. Don’t worry about me, Mother,’ Ruth said, as the two women walked out into the dimly lit passage outside the butler’s pantry. ‘Father will look after me.’ She turned towards the green baize door that led to the main house and felt her mother’s eyes on her as she walked through it and into a different life.

The reception hall of Waterley Hall was large enough for a small dance. It had a mosaic tiled floor and four fluted marble pillars on each side. Opposite the large front door, a wide staircase with gilt balustrades rose grandly to the first floor. Wood-panelled doors led off the hall to the dining room, drawing room, library and morning room.

This will be my world, Ruth thought. Not for her the world below stairs that was her parents’ existence. They were respectable and comfortable as butler and housekeeper at Waterley Hall, but they were servants nonetheless. Ruth was determined to have a different life, to be mistress of a great house like Waterley, with servants of her own.

Seth Hargreaves shared his daughter’s ambition; he also knew how to please his betters. He was master of his own domain in the servants’ hall and ruled it with a proverbial iron rod. Servants who did not comply did not stay. The footmen may gossip in their dormitories about Ruth’s elevated status to guest at His Lordship’s table, but if one word of it reached her father’s ear they would be ‘asked to leave’. This autocratic regime had impressed the young lord, and Seth had quickly secured his patronage.

Michael, head footman at the Hall, was on duty outside the drawing-room door and opened it as soon as he saw her. ‘Miss Ruth, My Lord,’ he said. His face was expressionless but Ruth knew that he was in love with her. She might have considered him, too – he was a fine-looking man – if he wasn’t a servant. Perfect for my future butler, she thought.

‘Over here.’ Lord Laughton was standing in the bay window, staring out at the driveway. He had dark hair and eyes, and features that some described as ‘craggy’. But he looked very handsome in full evening dress with a tail coat and white tie. However, when she stood by his side, she realised that he was rather short. The door clicked shut behind her and they were alone. ‘Turn around,’ he said.

Ruth twirled for him as she had for her father. She noticed that his eyes narrowed and his fingers twitched slightly and she feared he did not like what he saw. ‘Father said I looked beautiful,’ she said nervously.

‘He’s right. Come closer.’

She did and he stroked a finger over her cheek and lips. She hadn’t expected him to touch her and recoiled instinctively.

‘Stay where you are!’ he exclaimed.

‘I’m sorry, My Lord. You surprised me.’

‘And don’t call me “My Lord”. I’m Laughton to my friends.’

She knew that! Father had told her that! She recovered immediately and replied, ‘Of course, Laughton.’

His hand travelled down over her throat to the exposed swell of her breasts. It lingered over their fullness, continued to her tightly corseted waist and returned to her breasts. She held her breath, suppressing the instinct to flee. A clock chimed somewhere, breaking Laughton’s reverie. He dropped his hand and turned his attention back to the window. The first carriage was approaching.

The door opened again and Ruth’s father announced the first of the guests who had arrived earlier for a few days’ shooting. His face was as expressionless as Michael’s. Ruth put on her welcoming smile and prepared to do her best. Over the next hour she smiled a lot, drank champagne and joined in the conversation with suitable comments and questions.

Dinner for twenty people lasted over three hours. Everyone drank wine and voices grew louder. On two separate occasions she caught a glimpse of one of the gentlemen watching her and acknowledged his interest with an incline of her head. When her father removed her dessert plate, he whispered in her ear, ‘Now, Ruth.’

She caught the eye of another lady guest, nodded, and they stood up together. ‘Shall we leave the gentlemen to their port and stilton, ladies?’ She smiled and led the way to the drawing room. Her mouth was beginning to ache with constant smiling.

Michael brought in coffee for the ladies and murmured to her, ‘Your father sends his compliments.’

Ruth relaxed with a sigh. Father was pleased. She had performed well and the evening was almost over. Later, one of the ladies played and sang at the piano and some of the gentlemen joined them in the drawing room. His Lordship was not among them but Father came in afterwards and announced cards. Within minutes, the footmen under Michael’s supervision had set up the tables and the remaining gentlemen wandered in and took their places. A few of the ladies sat down with them.

‘Ruth,’ His Lordship called, ‘come over here and bring me luck.’ Ruth didn’t know how she was going to do that but she obeyed. His Lordship was in high spirits. The party broke up about an hour later except for the card table with His Lordship and his friends who were house guests, which carried on.

‘Shall I retire as well, Laughton?’ Ruth said.

‘Certainly not. I’m on a winning streak thanks to you and these gentlemen are chasing their losses.’ He raised a hand in the air and called, ‘Hargreaves, more brandies, and bring sandwiches.’

The cigar smoke was hurting her eyes but Ruth kept smiling. She was tired and she was bored. Her father sent his footmen off duty and stood to attention in the shadows. The cards fell right for His Lordship. His winnings mounted and eventually the others called a halt. But the gentleman who had caught Ruth’s eye at dinner was now so drunk that he could barely stand up and Father was obliged to assist him upstairs. Ruth found herself once again alone with His Lordship in the empty drawing room.

‘He’s a fool,’ His Lordship said, referring to his drunken guest. ‘He falls for it every time. I ply him with drink until he can’t think straight and then I take all his money off him.’ He laughed and held out his arm. ‘Come here, Ruth.’

She hesitated. It was very late and she was exhausted. But she felt safe because His Lordship wasn’t drunk and Father would be back soon.

‘I said come here.’ Laughton stepped forward, grasping her hand and pulling her towards him.

Ruth bumped against his chest and his mouth was on hers before she could protest. He held her firmly and thrust her lips open with his tongue. This wasn’t supposed to happen! He was hard up against here, pressing his hips into hers and she wanted to push him away.

But he would stop soon, she reasoned, and then she could voice her disapproval. The worst she had imagined was a brief stolen kiss in a dark corner from a single gentleman who might ask if he could take her for a carriage ride.

His mouth moved to the swell of her breasts, giving her a chance to breath. ‘Please stop this, Laughton. Father assured me you wouldn’t—’

‘I am master here,’ he growled and tore at the neckline of her gown with his teeth to expose more of her flesh.

‘What are you doing?’ Ruth demanded. A frisson of fear shivered down her spine. What if he didn’t stop at a kiss? He ignored her question and steered her forcefully back to one of the couches.

She began to panic and push at him with her hands. ‘Father will be back any minute,’ she cried.

‘Then we’d best hurry, hadn’t we? I’m not going to hurt you so don’t fight with me, Ruth.’

This made her feel easier and she let out her breath.

‘That’s better,’ he said. ‘Just relax and do as I say.’

Ruth felt that she hadn’t much choice. He was strong and he had pinned her down on the couch. He sat on the edge, facing her, and then buried his face in her exposed breasts, nipping and nibbling at her flesh. She hated it but his weight pressed into her. Her frightened eyes gazed at the chandelier in the ornate plaster ceiling and she pushed ineffectually at his shoulders. One of his hands was fumbling at his clothes between them. To her horror the other reached down and under her skirts following the line of her thigh to the gap in her drawers.

‘No, you can’t do this! You’re not supposed to do this!’

‘Shut up,’ he said harshly. ‘I said relax. You don’t want me to hit you, do you?’

‘Hit me? Why would you hit me?’ she cried. His fingers were between her legs and she was frightened. ‘Stop it, Laughton, stop it!’

But he didn’t stop. He found what he was searching for and bunched up her skirts, her beautiful new silk skirts, until they exposed her drawers. The silk covered her face but he didn’t seem to notice. He was stretched out on top of her with his knee between her legs, prodding and poking at her. She recoiled and pushed her bottom backwards into the couch. Her bustle made this movement useless and her hips remained raised towards him. With a sickening grasp of the situation, she realised what he was about to do whether she wanted it or not and she could not escape from him. Her continuing protests were muffled by her skirts.

It didn’t really hurt that much. Or maybe she was too shocked to feel anything. He was heavy but he didn’t seem very big inside her. She couldn’t see his face but she could hear him grunting and feel him pushing and pushing and pushing. She could smell him, too, or maybe it was her. It was over quickly and he flopped on top of her, groaning and panting. Then he stood up, fastened his trousers and said, ‘Not a word to anyone about this, Ruth.’ He wandered over to the window.

Ruth closed her legs. Her flesh was damp and sticky where he’d been. She wanted to wash him away and pulled down her skirts to cover her legs.

‘Why did you do that to me?’ she muttered.

‘Didn’t you like it?’

‘No.’

‘Well, it was the first time for you. You’ll enjoy it next time.’

Next time? Ruth thought. How can there be a next time when I’m supposed to be wooed by a gentleman suitor? And what about him; he had a wife, for heaven’s sake. He was an adulterer! She was sitting on the couch pushing her breasts back into her gown when Father returned.

He took one look at her dishevelled hair and said, ‘Ruth, what have you been doing?’

‘She fell asleep on the couch, Hargreaves,’ Laughton answered from the window. ‘Didn’t you, Ruth?’

‘Yes, My Lord,’ she replied, hating herself for lying. What else was she to do? Admit to her father that she had allowed His Lordship to take her virtue? She felt like crying.

Lord Laughton crossed the room from the window to the door. As he passed her father he patted him on the shoulder. ‘Good work tonight, Hargreaves. We’ll talk about your new position in the morning.’

‘Goodnight, sir.’ Her father opened the door for His Lordship and closed it after him. ‘On your feet, Ruth, and buck up. It’s late.’

‘Yes, Father.’

‘And tidy your hair before I take you home. Your mother will have a fit. What happened to your gown?’

‘The stitching tore. I’ll take it back to the dressmaker tomorrow.’

‘I’ve got your coat in the servants’ hall. The trap’s waiting.’

She followed her father back through the green baize door and shivered in the cold passage while he extinguished the last of the candles. She continued to shiver all the way home in the trap.

‘You’re quiet,’ Father commented.

She pulled up the collar of her coat. ‘I’m tired.’

‘You can sleep in tomorrow. You did very well tonight. His Lordship is pleased.’

Ruth choked back her tears. Father stopped the trap at the front of their cottage and she climbed down. Mother opened the door before she reached it.

‘Did you enjoy yourself, dear?’ Mother asked.

‘Yes, thank you,’ she lied. ‘I’m going straight to bed.’

‘Don’t you want some chocolate?’

‘No thank you.’

‘I’ll bring it upstairs for you.’

‘No thank you,’ she cried and ran up the narrow twisty staircase to her bedroom.

She left her silk gown in a crumpled heap on the floor, put a pillow over her head to muffle her sobs and wept until she fell asleep.


Chapter 2

She heard Father rise early the following day. He fed the pony and harnessed the trap while Mother raked the fire and pumped water for the kettle. They left shortly afterwards to breakfast at the Hall. As soon as the water was warm enough she carried it upstairs to wash and put on clean clothes. Then she spread a calico sheet on the bed and wrapped the gown to take back to the dressmaker. It had cost Father a lot of money but the joy she’d felt when it arrived had disappeared and she couldn’t imagine ever wearing it again. In fact, she never wanted to see it again.

She was drinking tea when she heard the first guns go off in the distance. The old family used to shoot at their lodge up near Harrogate. But the railway line had cut through the land and ruined cover for the birds. They had been well compensated and bought up forest in the South Riding instead. The locals were pleased. They were beaters and dog handlers by day and poachers for the pheasant by night.

Father would be supervising luncheon out in the field, Ruth realised. Mother would be busy making sure that Waterley Hall was at its pristine best for His Lordship’s guests. But the Hall would be quiet until the shooting party returned at the end of the day. She took down her coat and hat from the peg and set off walking.

She felt soiled and miserable but the brisk fresh air helped her to think and gave her strength. Losing her virtue was a disaster for her only if others knew and His Lordship wouldn’t tell anyone. He had a crabby old wife who was easily angered. However, Ruth had to talk to someone about last night or she would go quite mad.

The only person she could trust was her mother. She had argued with Father against Ruth being there last night anyway. Also, Ivy knew more about Lady Laughton’s tantrums than Father. Ruth didn’t understand why His Lordship had married her until Father explained that it was a ‘business arrangement’.

Lady Laughton’s first husband and His Lordship had been second cousins; their fathers had owned shipyards on the east coast and steelworks in the South Riding. As partners the cousins possessed the largest industry in Yorkshire and numbered amongst the richest men in a prosperous country. A generation on from the Great Exhibition of 1851, Britannia led the world and Queen Victoria ruled much of it. Steel and shipping basked in this wealth.

But when Lady Laughton was widowed, her husband left his share of the industry to her. His Lordship’s father had been the youngest of the cousins and although the widow was much older than he, His Lordship was keen to secure total control – he could not risk her marrying someone else and taking her share with her. As it was, another cousin who had emigrated also had a share, but he was content to be a sleeping partner despite approaches from lawyers to sell.

It was rumoured that the present Lord Laughton’s father had bought his title by lining the pockets of politicians in London. He was ‘new money’ and it showed, Father said. But Ruth was beginning to think that her father was cut from the same ambitious cloth as His Lordship. It was a trait, she guessed, that she shared. She had gone along with his plans for her to mix with the gentry and marry well. However, she had not realised the price she would have to pay.

She stood in the servants’ passage waiting for her mother to hurry by. The Hall might be quiet while everyone was out shooting but below stairs was buzzing, not least because guests had brought their own servants with them. Visiting valets and footmen always caused a stir among the maids. She wondered if any of them had lost their virtue last night.

‘Ruth, what are you doing here?’

‘I want to talk to you, Mother.’

‘About last night? Yes, I thought you might have something to say to me. You looked quite worn out. Have you had breakfast?’

She shook her head.

‘Wait in my sitting room. I’ll be as quick as I can.’

Ruth felt safe in the housekeeper’s sitting room at Waterley Hall. It was her mother’s private space and even Father did not often intrude. Ruth had spent many childhood hours occupying herself in there while Mother worked. She made up the fire, took a ladies’ journal from the bookshelf and settled in a comfortable chair.

The door opened and Mother came in followed by a kitchen maid with a heavy tray. The maid placed it on the table and said, ‘Will there be anything else, ma’am?’

‘We’ll have a pot of tea and cake in an hour. I want today’s cake, mind.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

Ivy lifted the lid off the tureen and a steamy spicy aroma escaped. ‘It’s the soup that went out to the field for His Lordship.’ She sniffed the contents. ‘Mmmm, mulligatawny.’ She placed her hand upon a bulky white napkin. ‘With warm bread from the oven. I’ll have indigestion but it’ll be worth it.’ Then she turned her attention to her daughter. ‘Dear me, Ruth, you look awful this morning. Did you drink wine last night?’

‘Just a little.’

‘Well, you know my feelings on that.’

‘Father says I must learn about wine.’

Ivy frowned but only said, ‘Come and sit to the table.’ She ladled out the soup and drew out a chair. ‘Now, what have you to tell me? Did one of the gentlemen guests take an interest in you?’

Ruth had rehearsed what she would say … Yes, a gentleman had taken an interest but it wasn’t the one she had expected and she … she … she didn’t know what to do … She didn’t know what to do. It was as this last phrase ran through her head that Ruth broke down and cried. She spluttered and sobbed and tried to speak but choked and coughed on the words. Ivy was silent. Ruth couldn’t see her mother’s expression through her tears but when she had hiccupped to a halt Mother was sitting staring at her with a stony face.

‘What happened, Ruth?’ she asked.

The hiccups hadn’t stopped. ‘He – he – I was … on the couch … and he was on top of me … I tried to stop him … I did try … but I – I … couldn’t.’ She covered her face with the clean white napkin. The tears were flowing again. She couldn’t help herself.

‘What did he do to you, Ruth?’

She inhaled with a shudder, but her throat was closed.

‘Tell me what he did.’

Ruth jumped at her mother’s angry tone and every nerve in her body jangled.

‘Did he open his trousers and push himself inside you?’

Ruth pulled the napkin down and away from her face. It was exactly what he had done and she nodded.

‘Ruth, Ruth, Ruth!’ her mother anguished. ‘I expect it from my maids but not from my own daughter. Where was your father when this happened?’

‘He … he … he was putting someone to bed.’

‘We’ll have to tell him.’

‘Oh, please don’t do that, Mother. No one need know if we don’t tell anybody.’

‘Except the gentleman concerned. He’s ruined you, don’t you see? Well, he has to take responsibility and marry you because no other gentleman will even look at you now.’ Ivy stood up and paced around the room. ‘I knew it! I told your father it was a bad idea when Lady Laughton wasn’t here to keep her eye on things. Would he have it? Well, we’ll see who was right now, won’t we?’ she fumed.

Ruth sobbed and hiccupped and eventually croaked, ‘I’m sorry, Mother.’

‘Be quiet! I’m thinking.’

The fire died down and the soup went cold. There was a tap on the door. ‘Not now!’ Ivy snapped. Ruth needed a cup of tea but she didn’t protest. Eventually, her mother had calmed and sat down again.

‘We have to tell your father because he’ll know what to do. He’s a favourite at the moment. Lord Laughton has made him house steward. We were planning to celebrate tonight. Dear heaven, Ruth, what were you thinking of?’

‘I … I t-t-told him to stop and he … he wouldn’t listen to me.’

Ivy let out a sharp impatient sigh. ‘Well, all is not lost. At least he’s a gentleman. He’ll have to marry you, that’s all. It’s not how we wanted it but if your father can get His Lordship to persuade the gentleman to do the right thing … His Lordship will help us when Father tells him.’

Ruth was startled into sensibility. ‘No he won’t. I mean, he can’t! You don’t understand, Mother! It was His Lordship that did it!’

‘What?’ Ivy covered her face with her hands and cried angrily, ‘Ruth, what have you done, you stupid, stupid girl?’

She ought to have known better than to expect sympathy from her pious mother and retaliated, ‘I didn’t do anything! He did it to me. And he seemed to think he was going to carry on doing it! It’s not what I’ve done, Mother, it’s what you and father have not done. You didn’t warn me about that! You didn’t tell me that might happen!’

Ivy stood up. ‘That’s enough, Ruth. I’ve brought you up properly to value and guard your virtue and this is how you repay me at the first opportunity. The sooner you are married the better, as far as I am concerned.’

‘Yes, well,’ Ruth muttered, ‘as you say, who will marry me now?’

‘Who indeed.’ Ivy sighed.

The door opened without prior knocking and Father walked in with a picnic basket. He glanced at the table and placed the basket on the floor. His face was ruddy from being outdoors and drinking left-over sloe gin from the shoot. ‘His Lordship has ordered a buffet dinner for tonight so I’ll be home early to celebrate,’ he said. ‘Has Mother told you my good news, Ruth?’

‘Yes, Father.’

Seth rubbed his hands together. ‘His Lordship’s had a good day and he’s in fine spirits. He has a proposition for me. I’ll be home as soon as he’s seen me. You two take the trap with this food.’ He kicked the basket. ‘I’ll hitch a ride or walk.’

‘Are the guns back already?’

‘Only one or two of the lady followers who want first dibs at the hot water.’

Ivy picked up her chatelaine. ‘They’ll need linen. Stay here, Ruth, and don’t breathe a word to anyone.’

‘Is something up?’ Father queried.

‘No.’

‘Nothing at all.’

Ruth and her mother had answered at exactly the same time.

Ruth unpacked the basket of cold roast beef, the cook’s own mustard pickle, beetroot and a bottle of wine. Dessert pears and the end of the stilton were in the bottom. The cheese smelled too strong to eat. It was last year’s because it was too early for this year’s to be ready yet. She laid out their tea attractively on the kitchen table and scrubbed some potatoes to bake in the oven. She was hungry now and nibbled at the beef. There was plenty. Lord Laughton fed himself, his guests and his servants well.

Father was subdued when he arrived home and opened the wine straightaway. He drank it instead of tea with his meal. They were nearly finished before he said, ‘I thought he was going to offer me a new house, now I’m steward.’

‘It’s nice here,’ Ruth said. ‘I like it.’

‘It was you he wanted to see me about,’ he said.

Ruth exchanged an alarmed glance with her mother who shook her head silently.

‘I always knew you’d catch the eye of the gentry and live in a fine house one day,’ he went on. ‘But I didn’t expect it this way.’

‘What did he say to you, Seth?’

‘He’s taken a fancy to our daughter, Ivy, a proper shine to her, he has. He said he’d noticed how lovely she’d grown. Well, I knew he had, otherwise he wouldn’t have asked her to the party last night, or paid for the gown.’

‘You told me the silk was from you!’ Ruth cried.

‘Be quiet, Ruth,’ her mother responded. ‘What do you mean, Seth? He’s a married man.’

‘Yes, but look at who he’s wed to? Who in their right mind would want her for a wife?’

‘Isn’t one of the marriage vows “for better or for worse”?’

‘Oh, don’t go all religious on me, Ivy. He’s a young blood. He wants a pretty woman on his arm and, well, we want our Ruth to mix with the gentry, don’t we?’

‘Yes, but not on His Lordship’s arm. He has a wife.’

‘He likes our Ruth. I mean he really likes her. He said he’d marry her if he could.’

Ruth saw her mother’s eyes widen and looked down at the table. ‘Why would he say that?’ Ivy demanded. ‘What else has he told you?’

‘He told me I should be very proud of her as she behaved like a perfect lady last night.’

Mother seemed relieved but spoke tartly. ‘Well, he would say that, wouldn’t he? It’s what you want to hear.’

They were talking about her as though she wasn’t present and Ruth wanted to tell Father the truth about His Lordship. ‘Mother,’ Ruth interrupted, ‘please can I say something?’

‘No!’ Ivy answered sharply. ‘Leave this to me, my dear. If you’ve finished your tea you can go up to your bedroom.’

‘I think she has to stay, Ivy. I haven’t got to the proposition yet. She’s still a bit young, you see, and His Lordship’s aware of that. I think it was the attraction for him. The Prince of Wales has … well, he has his young ladies, you know, and the upper classes take their lead from him.’

‘What is this proposition, Seth?’

‘It’s about our Ruth, Ivy. He’s made up his mind and he’s determined to have his way. My position, this cottage, your position, all is at risk if he doesn’t get what he wants.’

‘My position as well?’ Ivy queried.

But what does he want? Ruth thought anxiously, remembering that he’d implied there’d be a next time with her. Nonetheless, she couldn’t imagine Her Ladyship putting up with that sort of behaviour. She was bound to find out sooner or later. Anyway, it didn’t matter to Ruth what His Lordship wanted because she didn’t want him. She wanted to meet a young gentleman who was free to marry her.

‘You’re her mother, aren’t you?’ Seth explained. ‘His Lordship says she has to marry soon.’

‘Oh, I see. He wants her out of the way.’ Ivy let out her breath audibly. ‘That’s a relief. I was thinking the same myself earlier on today. Ruth agreed with me, didn’t you, dear?’

‘Well, yes, but that was because—’

‘Be quiet, dear,’ her mother interrupted her. ‘It’s because you want to marry, isn’t it?’

Ruth nodded. An early marriage was probably the best option for her now; before anyone found out – or guessed – that she was ruined. Perhaps she was wrong about His Lordship and he had a guilty conscience about his behaviour towards her? If that were the case, he might help her to find a rich husband. Ruth, like her mother, began to relax.

Seth said, ‘Her husband has to be a fellow who owes me a favour or two, and will stay loyal to His Lordship.’

‘Loyal to His Lordship?’ Ivy repeated. Ruth noticed her mother sit up.

‘To keep them out of Her Ladyship’s sight,’ Seth explained.

Her mother and father exchanged a glance that was, apparently, meaningful to them. But not to Ruth who watched her mother’s body go rigid in her chair. ‘Oh, Seth, no,’ Ivy said, ‘you can’t do that to her. She’s your daughter.’

‘She’ll do as I say. So will you. It’s His Lordship’s orders.’

No one spoke a word for several minutes. Ruth was aware her mother’s anger had moved from her to her father. Father usually ignored both of them when it suited him. His word was law in their house. Ruth wanted to ask questions but she knew better than to inflame the situation. The rule for her was ‘speak when you’re spoken to’.

Father stood up. He was a big man. Tall men were favoured for male servants. Their height gave them stature and authority. ‘That’s settled, then,’ he said. ‘I thought Michael, my head footman, would be right for her. I had been training him up to take over from me as butler but he’s pliable so he’ll agree.’

‘He’s not daft, though,’ Mother argued. ‘Michael’s already asked your permission to court her and you turned him down. He’ll wonder why you’ve changed your mind.’

‘He’ll comply when His Lordship pays him off with a dowry. His Lordship hasn’t got stacks of hard cash to give away so it’ll be a property he has no other use for. Michael won’t turn down a chance to live in a country house. He likes the gentrified way of life.’

‘Well, he likes the brandy bottle, that’s for sure,’ Ivy commented.

Ruth grew more and more agitated as she listened to her parents speaking over her head. Michael? They’d chosen Michael to be her husband? ‘Michael’s not a gentleman!’ Ruth cried. ‘I’m not marrying a footman!’

‘Don’t you contradict me, my girl!’ Her father raised his voice. ‘You’ll do as I say. He has to be one of His Lordship’s servants. You wouldn’t survive as a farmer’s wife and His Lordship wouldn’t do it to one of his own kind.’

‘Do what? I thought you said His Lordship liked me and would wed me if he could!’

Her father was losing his temper and he turned on his wife. ‘Good God, Ivy,’ he shouted, ‘you know what His Lordship wants! Tell her, will you?’

Ivy’s back was ramrod straight in the chair and her mouth was set in a thin tight line. ‘Oh, yes, Seth. I know right enough and I wish I didn’t.’

‘Tell me what, Mother?’ Ruth asked.

Ivy didn’t mince her words. It was a characteristic that helped to make her an effective housekeeper. ‘His Lordship wants you in his bed, Ruth,’ she said. ‘He wants you to be his mistress.’


Chapter 3

Ruth swallowed. ‘But I can’t,’ she protested. ‘I’m going to marry a gentleman.’ Neither of her parents was showing her any of kind of sympathy. Father was suggesting that she married one man because another one wanted her as his mistress?

‘Mother?’ she squeaked, but her mother was tight-lipped.

Seth went on, ‘She’ll be well treated. She’ll have fancy gowns and hats, and her own carriage.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Seth! Do you think Her Ladyship will stand for that? As soon as she gets wind of it, she’ll have our Ruth scrubbing floors or worse.’

‘Well, obviously His Lordship can’t have it going on here at the Hall, right under her nose. But that’s where the dowry comes in. If Michael marries her, His Lordship will give him Mereside Lodge, the old hunting lodge up country. It’s been no use for shooting since the railway took half the woodland. But the lake has fishing; it has been leased as a fully staffed country residence lately. Michael will have a pension and he’ll be able to turn his hand to something if he wants.’

‘I suppose His Lordship will take up fishing and Her Ladyship will think he’s reformed,’ Ivy commented sourly. ‘Seth, you can’t agree to this. She’s our daughter, not some jumped-up parlourmaid.’

‘You wanted her at that fancy college in the first place!’ Seth rubbed his hands over his thinning grey hair. ‘His Lordship’s made his mind up, Ivy. He won’t let her go and he can ruin us all if he wants. He would, too. He’s a man without scruples.’

‘Well, it takes one to know one,’ Ivy retaliated bitterly.

‘Oh, get down off your high horse, woman! We’ll stay here in comfort. He’s doubled my stipend. We’re having another room built on and a bigger carriage.’

‘Shut up, Seth,’ Ivy snapped. ‘I don’t care about a carriage. I need to think.’

Ruth could not stomach this conversation any longer. She stood up and declared, ‘Well, I don’t need to think. I’m not doing it.’

‘Go to your bedroom this minute, Ruth,’ Ivy ordered. ‘You’ve played your part in this too.’

‘It wasn’t my fault.’

‘That’s enough!’ Ivy waved her index finger in the air. ‘Upstairs now. I’ll be up to talk to you when your father and I have discussed this matter further.’

Ruth shook her head in exasperation. This would be a discussion of arrangements, not an argument against her father’s decision. She was glad of an opportunity to escape from the pair of them! Last night she had been on the edge of a new and exciting period in her life.

She couldn’t understand why everything had gone so wrong. She had dreamed of a life in a gentleman’s country residence just as her father was describing. Except that in her dream she would be married to the gentleman himself and not to his greedy head footman. And why? So that His Lordship could have what he wanted, regardless of her wishes?

It wasn’t fair! She wished she hadn’t told her mother about His Lordship now and flopped on her bed in despair. She had hoped that she might fall in love with her husband, that he would love her in return. Where was love in all of this? Was this what Mother had meant when she had warned Ruth not to expect too much from marriage? Ruth’s heart sank. Mother had told her that kind of romantic love didn’t last. For her, the love of God was the only enduring passion.

It occurred to Ruth that her mother might not love her as much as she loved God, possibly because Ruth didn’t love God as much as her mother did. Neither did she love Michael or His Lordship! And her father was asking her to be a … a sort of a wife to both of them? Actually, he wasn’t asking her. Ruth knew her father well. He was telling her and he expected to be obeyed. As she sat in her upholstered chair by the window staring at the darkening sky, she was no longer sure that she loved her father either.

The pony and trap were still by the front gate and when she heard the front door close she guessed her father was going out to stable it. She leaned forward to watch him. But it was her mother, clutching her prayer book, who climbed in and set off in the direction of Waterley Edge and the nearest Methodist chapel. Then Father did something he had never done before. He tapped on her bedroom door and came in with a cup of tea for her.

‘Your mother’ll come round eventually. She’s gone to pray and she wants you to wait up for her,’ he said.

‘Do I have to do this, Father?’ Ruth asked.

‘Yes, you do.’ His tone was firm.

Ruth lit the lamp, did some sewing and tried to read. The journals about London fashion had lost their appeal. She picked up her bible and put it down again. Waterley Hall had its own church in the grounds that servants were expected to attend. Her Ladyship worshipped regularly but His Lordship didn’t. Neither did Ruth’s father. Ruth occasionally accompanied her mother to the Methodist chapel. The commandment was the same in church or chapel: thou shalt not commit adultery.

It was dark when Mother returned and Father went out straightaway to stable the pony. However, they talked in the kitchen for a long time before Ivy came upstairs. Ruth was on her feet to open the door when her mother arrived with cups of chocolate. Ruth could see that she had been crying.

‘Father says I have to do it,’ Ruth said.

‘Your father is a wicked man and so is His Lordship. But the damage is done and you must listen to me now. Your father will not change his mind. He’s house steward now and pleased that His Lordship has chosen you. He regards it as an honour. If he had any doubts about the … the … morality of the situation, His Lordship has persuaded him otherwise.’

‘What will Father do to me if I refuse?’

Her mother shook her head. ‘I do not advise you to disobey your father. He can be quite unprincipled in his reprisals.’

‘But I want to marry a gentleman. You want me to marry a gentleman.’

‘You lost that choice when you gave yourself to His Lordship.’

Ruth opened her mouth to protest, but Ivy silenced her with a raised hand and a pointed index finger. ‘His Lordship is more heartless than your father. He has the power to ruin your reputation across the Riding and he will do so if you do not give him what he demands.’

‘It’s not exactly giving, is it?’

Ivy look horrified. ‘Ruth! Do not even think that what you have to do for him requires payment in return, let alone voice that thought.’

Payment? Goodness, she wasn’t thinking of payment! That would make her a … a … She began to feel sick. That’s what mother had thought! And that is why she went to pray in chapel. Well, what is the difference between a woman kept for pleasure and a prostitute?

‘I wasn’t thinking of payment,’ Ruth said. ‘I was trying to say that His Lordship took what he wanted from me without asking. I did not give myself to him willingly.’

‘Well, don’t ever speak of that encounter to anyone. Do you hear me? From what your father has said, I don’t think His Lordship has told him that he took you down.’

Ruth’s hopes were raised. ‘Then if nobody knows, it won’t matter. I can carry on as before.’

Her mother lost her patience and snapped. ‘Are you listening to a word I say?’

‘I can deny it.’ Ruth shrugged.

‘You can’t do that if you turn out to be with child.’

Ruth’s mouth dropped open in shock. ‘I can’t be. I mean, it was over very quickly and…’ She pulled a face. ‘Well, he isn’t very big, you know.’ From those whispered conversations after dark in her ladies’ college she had expected something more – well, something different anyway.

Mother glared at her. ‘I hope with all my heart that you are not with child, but it is not impossible, even the first time.’

Ruth was subdued by this knowledge. ‘His Lordship said he would do it again to me, Mother.’

‘My dear, there are ways of avoiding becoming with child. I have had enough maids through my servants’ hall to know the most effective remedies. I shall take you with me to the linen suppliers in Sheffield next week and find a chemist for you. Don’t look so frightened. It’s only sponges and douches.’

Ruth didn’t like the sound of that at all and moaned, ‘I don’t want to do this, Mother.’

‘Nor do I and I have prayed for guidance!’ Ivy covered her face with her hands. ‘I shall continue to pray every night that you are not with child. For that would make things ten times worse. His Lordship will not want a bastard child; or its mother.’

Ruth realised that her mother was holding back her tears and Ruth felt her own throat close. ‘It’s not fair,’ she whined. ‘If I were a man I could run away to sea.’

Ivy inhaled with a shudder. ‘For heaven’s sake, buck yourself up! We have to make the best of a bad situation. Your father and I agree that you should marry as soon as possible. If Michael agrees to the wedding, the banns will be read at Waterley church on Sunday and we’ll have the ceremony in four weeks’ time. His Lordship will give your union his blessing.’

‘But Michael will say yes, Mother,’ she wailed. ‘Does it have to be him?’

‘Of course it does. He’s able to run Mereside Lodge and Michael will have an income from it as well as his pension. Your father will speak to him tomorrow.’

‘He’s a footman, Mother,’ Ruth reminded her.

‘Your father will make him up to butler until the wedding. It won’t be so bad for you. Father says he’s admired you for ages. However,’ Ivy leaned forward to emphasise her point, ‘you’ll have to keep him at arm’s length: His Lordship won’t want to share you.’

Ruth’s frown deepened. ‘But if Michael is my husband …?’

‘Don’t worry about that now. You’ll have your own rooms. The upper classes always have separate bedrooms.’

Ruth’s chocolate had gone cold. She didn’t want it anyway. It was a rich sweet drink and her stomach felt queasy. Her life was turning upside down and she found it hard to take it all in. ‘Do I really have to marry next month?’ she muttered.

‘Yes. It is the best I can do for you. I don’t want it any more than you do. Believe me, I am more sorry than you will ever be. But, to the outside world you will be a respectable married lady whose gentleman husband owns a country residence.’

‘Shall we walk?’ Michael held out his arm to Ruth.

This was the second Sunday of reading the banns for their marriage and in two weeks the vicar would perform the ceremony. Last Sunday they had made a show of walking out together after church and Michael had droned on about her father coming to his senses at last. She thought he was far too full of himself but Lady Laughton was watching them so she took his arm.

‘Her Ladyship is very pleased with me,’ he said.

‘Why, what have you done for her?’

‘This, of course.’ He lifted his elbow. ‘Marrying you. She came up to me specially to congratulate me. I’ve done her a big favour.’

‘I don’t see how.’

‘She doesn’t like pretty women around His Lordship. She doesn’t trust him and that new lady’s maid of hers tells her everything. She heard about you at the party the other week when she was away.’

Ruth went rigid. ‘What did she hear?’

‘Only what I told her. I was serving at the banquet,’ Michael added, ‘and I saw you dressed up in silks for His Lordship.’

‘It wasn’t for him. He was going to introduce me to his friend.’

‘Not that one who was ogling you across the table? He wouldn’t have wed you. When it comes to heirs they marry their own kind. I reckon you’re well out of that one, Ruthie. He can’t hold his drink. Now me, I can finish up all the leftover wine and still serve the coffee without spilling.’ Michael put his hand over hers and tucked his elbow closer to his body so Ruth was obliged to move nearer to him. ‘Anyway, Her Ladyship will be at the ceremony and I’ll get a nice bonus from her afterwards.’

Ruth reflected that everyone was benefiting from her marriage, except her. She had seriously considered running away. But without money or anywhere to go she might die in a ditch. She had learned about the Married Women’s Property Act at her ladies’ college. It was all very well for those who had means before they married. They could keep it for themselves nowadays. But if you went into a marriage with nothing, you stayed with nothing. She couldn’t see a way out of her situation no matter how much she tried.

They strolled on in silence. Waterley Hall estate was vast, with woodland deer parks and rolling Yorkshire countryside punctuated by the blackened winding gear and growing slag heaps of coal mines. You couldn’t see the pits from here. Pastures dotted with sheep and ancient forest surrounded the Hall itself.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked.

‘The old charcoal burner’s place.’

‘That’s a long walk into the wood.’

‘The shepherd’s wagon is there, waiting for repair. They’ve brought it down from the high pasture before the winter sets in. It’ll be nice and cosy inside.’

She stopped. ‘Oh, it’s too far. My mother’s expecting me at the Hall for tea today.’

He pulled on her arm. ‘Come on, Ruthie, we’re betrothed. We can have a taste of married life.’

‘I don’t think so.’

She saw a flash of anger in his eyes. ‘Two weeks won’t make any difference.’

‘Yes it will. I can’t.’ His expression didn’t change so she added, ‘I won’t.’

‘Oh, won’t you? We’ll see about that.’ He grasped her hand and strode on ahead, jerking her after him.

‘Stop a minute! Listen. I can hear something.’ Ruth wasn’t prevaricating. His Lordship’s wealthier friends and neighbours often rode across the estate, although they didn’t hunt on Sundays. She could hear horse’s hooves thudding on the ground. Someone was out riding, off the bridle path and crashing through the trees behind them. ‘Out of the way!’ the rider yelled.

‘Good God, it’s His Lordship!’ Michael exclaimed.

The horse veered on to the track and they stepped aside into the undergrowth. However, His Lordship slowed when he saw them, reined in his sweating horse and swung down from the saddle. He held onto the reins, walked his horse back towards them and said, ‘You’re a long way from the Hall.’

‘We’ve been to church,’ Ruth explained.

His Lordship’s face was shiny with perspiration and spotted with blood from a graze. He took off his tall hat and wiped the back of his hand across his forehead, streaking it with dust. He smiled at Ruth and said, ‘You’re walking in the wrong direction for the Hall.’

‘We are just taking the air, sir,’ Michael said.

‘Go back now,’ His Lordship ordered.

Michael did not move. He was stony-faced.

‘Now,’ His Lordship repeated.

‘Very well, sir,’ Michael said and turned round. Ruth followed suit.

‘Ruth, wait,’ His Lordship called.

She had to stop and face him but Michael didn’t walk on either. He stayed with her and she was grateful. Ruth kept her eyes on the ground.

‘Look at me when I’m talking to you.’

She obeyed.

‘Come and see me at the Hall after tea.’ He glanced over her head at Michael standing behind her and grinned, ‘I have a wedding present for Ruth.’

She couldn’t speak. She didn’t want any gifts from him. She didn’t want anything from him.

‘Her Ladyship is talking to your mother about your wedding breakfast,’ His Lordship went on. ‘I shall be in my study. Five o’clock.’

‘Very well, sir.’

He nodded and flicked his hands in a gesture for them to move on in the direction of the church. They did and Ruth heard him remount and spur on his horse. Michael was gripping her hand so tightly that he was hurting her.

‘Let go of me,’ she said, trying to snatch her hand away.

‘Bastard,’ Michael hissed through his teeth. ‘Bloody bastard.’

‘Michael!’ Ruth was shocked by his language, especially on a Sunday.

‘Who the hell does he think he is?’

‘He’s your master, Michael.’

‘Well, Her Ladyship is right. He’s got a fancy for you, right enough. That’s plain to see. But if he thinks he’s having his droit de seigneur before me he can think again. Nobody’s having my wife before I do.’ Michael pushed her off the bridle path and into the fern undergrowth. She was so surprised that he was unhooking the waistband of her skirt before she realised his intentions.

‘You can’t do this here, Michael,’ she protested. ‘You have to wait until we’re married.’

‘No I don’t. I’ve wanted you for weeks and I’m having you now. Take off your skirt.’

Ruth had some idea of what to expect and she considered a struggle. But Michael was bigger than His Lordship in every respect. He was taller, more muscular and had strong hands. When he tugged at her skirts he could easily rip them if she resisted, and his fingers on her arm were tight enough to bruise them. She told herself he was practically her husband and therefore he had a right.

His face dripped sweat on to her forehead. All she could see over his shoulder were the dried-up fronds of dying ferns scratching at her hair. His weight pressed her down while he jabbed at her. He seemed to have some difficulty getting inside her until he probed around with his fingers. Then he went on for longer than His Lordship. And all she could think about was that she hadn’t put in a sponge and whether or not she would tell her mother.


Chapter 4

Ruth was silent afterwards, all the way back to the church and onwards to the Hall. Michael talked about himself and how he would be well off when they were wed. He’d have Mereside Lodge, anything he could make from it and an account with a bank. Ruth wondered miserably what she would have that she could call her own? Michael didn’t seem to notice she was quiet. Her mother did, though, later, when they were having tea in her housekeeper’s room in at the Hall.

‘Well, have you nothing to say about that, Ruth?’

‘About what, Mother?’

‘Do pay attention, my dear. Lady Laughton has asked me to take five o’clock tea with her in the drawing room so we can talk about a wedding breakfast for you. It won’t be in the drawing room, of course, but here in the servants’ hall.’ She picked up a plate. ‘I shan’t have my piece of cake now. You have it.’

‘I’m not hungry.’ Ruth’s fingers were winding round each other nervously. ‘Mother, His Lordship wants to see me in his study at five.’

Mother frowned. ‘Calm down. You will have to see him when he says so. He’ll be nice to you, I’m sure. Your father says he’s very keen on you.’

‘Well, can you …? I mean, if he does it to me can you put the sponge in afterwards?’

Mother looked shocked at first and then very sad, as though she was going to cry. She swallowed and answered, ‘I don’t know but I suppose it’s better than nothing. The douche is for afterwards. Try not to worry about it now. He won’t do anything like that here, not with Lady Laughton at home.’

But he did; on the button-backed maroon leather chesterfield behind the locked door of his study. Ruth’s eyes roamed over the high shelves of books until he’d finished. He was quite admiring of her; her hair, her eyes, her lips and her breasts, especially her breasts. ‘I told you it would be easier the second time,’ he said.

He did have a wedding present for her, as well. It was a sapphire set in gold and threaded on a gold chain. He fastened it around her neck, underneath her gown and put the velvet lined box back in his desk drawer. ‘Make sure to wear this on your wedding day,’ he ordered, and sent her away.

She went home with her parents in the trap that evening. Ruth asked Father to bring the hip bath up to her bedroom and Mother helped carry the hot water.

‘I’ll stay and help,’ her mother said.

Ruth stood fully dressed in her bedroom and shook her head. ‘I can take care of myself, Mother. You and Father have done your … your best for me, but you are not responsible for me any more now that I have a … a patron.’ Ruth managed to raise a weak smile. She was aware that her mother was holding back her tears.

Ivy said, ‘You must understand that I have to keep Lady Laughton’s approval. After your marriage, you will not be able to return here, no matter what.’ She raised her eyes to the ceiling. ‘Lord help all of us if Her Ladyship finds out the truth.’

Ruth supposed that Michael wouldn’t be too pleased, either, when he realised that he’d been duped into this marriage. ‘Do what you have to, Mother,’ she said. ‘I’m learning fast about what I have to do. The ladies’ college has prepared me well.’ Ruth saw that her mother wasn’t quite sure how to take this remark so she added, ‘I shall be a perfect lady at all times for His Lordship and … cultivate his favour for as long as I can.’
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