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  To my friend and avid reader of my books Jane Taylor. A special person who will be so missed, not only because she was loved dearly, but because she brought so much into the lives of expats living in and around Camposol, Spain. All of our lives were enriched for having Jane a part of them. Rest in peace, dear lady.
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  Ruth Dovecote




  A Shattered Family




  ‘Eeh, Ruth, will you hurry yourself? It’s nigh on nightfall and we’ve to find shelter.’




  ‘Ma, I can’t. You go on. I’ll rest awhile and catch up later. Leave a message at the inn when you find somewhere to bed down, so that I know where to find you.’ Shouting her answer to her ma sapped more of her strength than Ruth could spare, as she battled against the strong, bitter January wind that whistled around the mountainous hills of Bowland.




  Ruth’s one good leg wobbled. Thinking she was going to topple over, she leaned heavily on her crutch. Her underarm burned as the crutch rasped against her armpit. Despair threatened to engulf her. The weight of her club foot seemed to become heavier with every mile they walked – and they had trundled many miles these last days.




  Turned out of their tied cottage on a remote farm within days of their da taking his last breath, Ruth, her ma and her four siblings had now reached the narrow high-peak road of Lythe Fell on their way to Blackburn.




  It had been an accident that had taken their da. A strong man, he’d been to market in the nearby small town of Pradley, which lay topside of Slaidburn, north of the Forest of Bowland. He’d stopped at an old well on the edge of the town to haul up a bucket of water for the old horse pulling his cart. The sides of the well had collapsed, taking him thirty feet into the ground. He’d been in freezing-cold water up to his neck for two days before the rescue workers brought him to the surface. With many bones broken and pneumonia setting in, he’d stood little chance.




  Their da’s boss, a rich landowner, hadn’t considered the grief that her ma and Ruth and her siblings were suffering, or the plight the family would now be in. Within an hour of Da dying, the agent for the estate had served notice on them to quit their cottage and had ordered them to leave within twenty-four hours of the funeral. They had no money and had been left with just the clothes they stood up in, plus an old pram. The undertaker had taken everything they owned, in payment for their da’s burial.




  Ma had a cousin in Blackburn who she thought might help them. When she’d last heard from him, two years since, he’d told her how the town was flourishing with the rise of the cotton-mill industry. This held the hope that Ma and the lads and Amy could get taken on at one of the mills. Ruth’s task would be to care for them all and look after Elsie. It all sounded good, if very different from the life they had led so far, and Ruth wasn’t without her worries as to how it would all work out. But she knew they would never be able to find the kind of work on the land that they were used to. Farm work paid little to the menfolk, and nothing for the labour of women and young ’uns, who were expected to work as part of the deal to gain a cottage with the job.




  They had taken few rests as they walked during the daylight hours in the unforgiving weather conditions, and had had to keep to the highway, because of Ruth’s difficulties. The road was little more than a track, and it stretched their journey by many more miles than going over the top would have done. At night they had huddled together and bedded down amongst the bracken.




  By nightfall this day they hoped to reach Clitheroe, as Ma thought it was within ten miles now. There, they planned to beg some shelter and food, as the last of the bread and preserves that Ma had packed for their trip had run out the night before. Hunger and cold slowed their progress – Ruth’s more than that of the others, as her affliction, already a hindrance to her, worsened with the effort of walking such a long distance.




  Looking up, she saw that her ma was three hundred yards ahead of her. Behind her ma trailed her sister, Amy, her curly hair frizzed even more than usual by the way the wind had played with it. Amy hated it and thought Ruth lucky to have long, dark hair. Amy’s wouldn’t grow long; it became too tangled and Ma had to cut it. It reminded Ruth of a bowl of soapsuds all bubbled up, and though Amy wouldn’t have it, it set off her pretty face and huge dark eyes. At fifteen years of age, Amy was younger than Ruth by three years. No one would take her and Amy for sisters, if they didn’t know them to be. There was nothing about them that resembled the other.




  Amy held the hand of four-year-old Elsie, a delicate child, who was slow to learn new skills. Seth, fourteen and a bit, and ten months younger than Amy, and George, just nine months younger than Seth, were up in front. Seth pushed the pram that had carried them all as bairns, and which was still needed for Elsie as she tired easily.




  Two handsome lads, Seth and George looked very much alike and had the same appearance as Ruth, with their dark complexions, black hair and shining blue eyes. They were different in character, though. Seth had a gentle nature and preferred to reason problems out rather than argue his point. He tended to be shy and rarely put himself forward. George, though quick to lose his temper with people, had a wonderful way with animals; in contrast to his short fuse, he also had a good sense of humour and at times was so funny with his antics that he’d have you wetting yourself.




  The five of them were the only survivors of the ten children Ma had birthed; one of these children, and two miscarriages, accounted for the gap in age between Ruth and her first three siblings. Twin boys and another two girls had died between George’s birth and Elsie’s. Ruth had helped at the delivery of all of them, from Amy down, and still felt the pain of their loss.




  ‘By, lass, I can’t go on without you. I—’ The howl of the wind took away Ma’s words as she stepped off the grass verge to walk back towards Ruth.




  Ruth opened her mouth to urge her ma to go on once more, but fear changed what she was about to say. ‘Ma! Look out, Ma!’




  The coach had come from nowhere. The horses reared. Ma cowered. Her body fell to the ground. The hooves of the startled animals pounded down on her. The screams of terrified children and the whinnying of the stallions filled the space around Ruth. Her own scream strangled in her throat. Horror held her as if she’d been turned to stone, but then desperation moved her body and urged her forward.




  ‘Ma . . . Naw, Ma!’




  All around her went into slow motion, and it seemed she had to claw her way through invisible barriers as she tried to hasten. When at last she neared them, the horses swayed. Their hooves lost their grip on the muddied road and the carriage went onto its left wheel, before banging down onto its right. The violent motion catapulted the driver from his seat and over the cliff. His holler held the knowledge of his own imminent death. The carriage didn’t right itself, and the crashing and splintering of its wooden structure drowned out the sound of the desperate driver.




  A face appeared at the window of what was left of the carriage: a lad, his hair curled tightly to his head, his eyes holding a look of terror. Mud splattered Ruth as one of the horses tried to keep its grip, but the animal lost the battle and slid over the edge, pulling the coach almost upside down. The face disappeared. The three horses remaining on sturdy ground reared against the weight of the one dangling below. Steam rushed from their nostrils. The whites of their eyes glared their own terror and compounded Ruth’s horror. Finding her voice, she shouted orders. ‘Amy, come and help me. Seth, George, get Ma away.’




  Leaning her weight onto her crutch, Ruth stretched her body to enable her to reach the handle of the door. It resisted her pulling it open. ‘Amy, climb up. See if anyone is alive.’




  ‘But, our ma? Eeh, Ruth, Ma’s—’




  ‘Leave Ma to the lads. They’ll take care of her. We must help those in the carriage afore it goes over the edge. Hurry, lass.’ Ruth’s heart didn’t encourage her to take these actions – it wanted her to go to her ma – but something in her knew it was already too late and, if she didn’t help the occupants of the carriage, it would be so for them, too.




  ‘Get up, Amy, lass, go on. That’s reet. Can you see if anyone’s alive?’




  ‘Aye, there is, Ruth. A young man, but I’m not sure about the lady. She looks dead. She – she’s bleeding from a cut on her head.’




  ‘Tell the lad to climb out. Tell him!’ Turning, Ruth saw Seth and George standing over the tangled, unmoving body of their ma. Her heart clamoured with despair at what she knew to be the truth, but she had to save the lad in the carriage. She couldn’t let him die. ‘Seth, George – here, quick! Amy, come down and let me lean on you. Seth, take me crutch, and you and George climb up with it to the window. Get the young man to take hold of the crutch, then pull him out. Go on, me lads, let sommat good come out of today.’




  It didn’t take long to get the young man out, but he’d not let them think they couldn’t save his mother.




  ‘Please try. Mama is breathing. She is alive!’




  ‘We can’t. I’m sorry – there’s nowt we can do, as she ain’t able to help us. She’s unconscious. We wouldn’t manage. It’s impossible.’




  ‘Do it, or I’ll have you all up for murder, you scum! What were you doing on the highway anyway? You caused this. You should keep yourselves to the bridle paths.’




  Ruth felt her anger rising, but common sense stopped her from giving full rein to her temper. What she’d thought of as a lad, because of how small he was, she could now see was a man of around twenty-five years of age. He was in shock and was reacting as all toffs would. Though she needed to take heed of what he said, as he could have them all sent down if he wished – hanged even.




  But how could she get the woman out of the swaying cab, with the horses still pulling in all directions, and the whole lot likely to go over the edge of the cliff at any moment?




  ‘I’ll unleash the horses, Ruth. I knows how to do it. I learned that time when our da’s boss made me work with his stablehand for a while.’




  ‘But they’ll kick you to death, Seth.’




  ‘I’ll help.’ George chipping in with this comment offered Ruth some relief from her fear for Seth. George would be able to calm the animals. His confidence helped, as he instructed, ‘Come on, Seth, get between the back of the horses and the carriage. I’ll try to soothe them.’




  Before the lads could act, the toff spoke. ‘Unleash the one hanging over the side first. It cannot be saved, and its weight is a danger.’




  ‘Aye, Sir, that is me plan.’ Seth touched the brim of his cap in a mock-salute.




  ‘“My Lord” – not “Sir”! You are addressing the Earl of Harrogate.’




  Ruth clenched her fist. The ungrateful devil! And them with their ma lying dead, not ten feet away. He showed no compassion. Her glance over to her ma’s body showed her the pitiful scene of Amy sobbing and Elsie looking bewildered and afraid, her wide eyes staring at the raging horses. Their plight undid Ruth. Hatred for this man, and all he stood for, trembled through her and spat from her before she could stop it: ‘You’re nowt to us. Us “scum” don’t recognize the likes of you toffs. We should have left you to rot in hell!’




  His hand sliced her face. His foot kicked her crutch away from her. The mud, though wet and squelchy, didn’t cushion her fall, but slapped hard against her, knocking the breath from her.




  ‘You’ll pay for that, cripple. You’ll pay dearly.’ Rage puffed his face, making him appear ugly and evil. As he turned from her, his hand went inside his jacket. Ruth’s fear intensified at the sight of the pistol that he now brandished towards her brothers, as they made as if to charge at him. The click of the gun as he cocked it, ready to fire, resounded around Ruth. The Earl’s voice shook with anger and fear. ‘Get back! Get those horses under control – now.’




  Ruth knew the threat from the Earl was real. Though she hadn’t seen him load his pistol, he could have done so before starting his journey, as these toffs were always afraid of coming across robbers. Terrified of what the impetuous George might do, and of the consequences for him, she drew in a painful breath. ‘Naw! George, leave it. Go with Seth, see to the horses.’




  George did as she bade him, and within moments his uncanny knack with animals showed in the way they became calm.




  Seth freed the dangling horse, but despite the shouted commands of the young man, he didn’t unleash the others; instead he listened to George, who was telling him to leave them, as he wanted to try and drive them forward, to pull the remains of the carriage gradually from the edge and out of danger. Ruth closed her eyes, praying that he would succeed.




  The scraping noise told her something was happening. When she dared to look, she saw with relief that George had accomplished what he’d set out to do. But her relief was short-lived, as the searing tragedy of her ma’s plight came to her. Dragging herself along the ground, Ruth reached the grass verge where her ma lay and looked into the unseeing, once-beautiful eyes. ‘Oh, Ma . . . Ma!’




  Elsie’s wails penetrated Ruth’s grief. Reaching for her and Amy, she held them close, but the Earl’s voice brought her attention back to what was happening behind her.




  ‘You there, get over here and help my mother!’




  Picking up her crutch, the Earl threw it towards her. Ruth crouched over her sisters, afraid the hurtling crutch would hit them, but it sailed right over them. Gathering her wits, she spoke as calmly as she could. ‘Amy, lass, pass me crutch to me and help me up. Don’t be afraid. We’ve to do as he bids. We’ll see to Ma later.’




  ‘Is – is she . . . ?’




  ‘Aye, lass. Ma’s gone.’ She said this as though she were talking about something else, as neither her ma’s death, nor the crying of her sisters, touched her in the way it should have done. It was as if she’d been taken out of her own body and put inside one that shielded her from all that could hurt her. But then it had to be so. Somehow she had to be strong for them all.




  With Amy’s help, Ruth managed to get up and hobble over to where the Earl’s mother lay on a rug on the ground. It surprised Ruth to see that the lady wasn’t as old as she’d first assumed, and she realized that she must have been very young when she birthed the Earl.




  ‘Do something!’




  Ruth stared down the barrel of the gun, saw the Earl’s finger on the trigger. Sweat dripped off his face.




  ‘Ruth!’




  ‘Stay back, George, lad, it’s all right.’




  On George’s movement towards her, the Earl turned swiftly and aimed his gun. ‘Do as she says, urchin.’




  Ruth held her breath. George froze. The Earl turned, his gun once more pointing at Ruth. ‘I’ve heard it said that cripples like you have powers. Well, use them now. The likes of you were hanged for being witches in the past, and still should be, in my opinion.’




  ‘I’m naw witch, M’Lord.’




  ‘Oh? And you’ll be telling me next that your brother there is not a sorcerer, when only such a one could have calmed those horses. I would be within my rights to shoot you all, and have a mind to do so.’ The weak sun, which gave no warmth, reflected on the barrel of the Earl’s gun as he trained it on George. ‘And us within spitting distance of Pendle Hill, where they hanged a whole bunch of your kind a couple of centuries ago.’




  His words filled Ruth with the fear of the time when people in Pradley had whispered about her having evil powers, and that she should be sent away. It had been after one lad had been teasing her. Losing her temper, she’d turned on him, telling him no good would come to him. The lad had fallen ill just afterwards and, in his delirium, had screamed her name in terror. The atmosphere had darkened from that day, as many gave her a wide berth. Some even spat in her path. What this man had just said about Pendle Hill deepened her fear. Please, God, save us; save me brothers and our Amy and me little Elsie. Don’t let this devil of a man kill them.




  ‘Get on with it or they will all die.’




  Ruth’s fear turned to terror, as she saw the gun was now pointed at Elsie. The child had no concept of the danger she was in, as she ran over to Seth. The movement spooked the Earl. A crack resounded through the valley, echoing off the hills.




  Amy screamed. Ruth’s heart banged against her ribs. But then relief flooded through her as she saw that no one was hurt.




  The Earl smiled as he reloaded his gun. ‘Just to show you that I mean what I say.’




  Bending over as best she could, Ruth touched the lady’s forehead. She stirred.




  ‘See! It is as I said – you are a witch! You only had to touch her and—’




  Pushing back her hair, which had come loose from the ribbon Ma had tied in it, Ruth looked up at him and saw him properly for the first time. ‘Puny’ was how she’d label him. His bones jutted from hollow cheeks, his lips were feminine in their fullness, and she could see that his hair hung in false curls held with pins, some of which had escaped and now looked hideous. The depths of his black eyes held terror for her and, in that moment, she knew she was damned if his mother lived, and yet damned if she didn’t.




  The thought came to her that this would be the fate of her sisters and brothers as well. With this, her anger – fuelled by fear for herself and her siblings – caused her to grab her crutch and swing it with all her might. Catching the back of the Earl’s knees, her blow floored him. Lunging towards him on all fours, Ruth scrambled across him, holding his body down with her weight. Her eyes glimpsed his pistol, now loosened from his grip. Grabbing it, she mustered all her strength and smashed it across his head.




  The gaping, bloodied gash on his forehead shocked her back to reality. Gasping for breath, she stared in horror as the Earl’s head rolled to one side, as if independent of his neck. His breath gasped from him in a rasping, gurgling sound. He didn’t draw it back in. Oh God! No. No . . . I’ve killed him!




  ‘Ruth! God, Ruth, lass, what have you done?’




  ‘I didn’t mean to kill him, Seth. I didn’t. I just wanted to knock him out, so we could get away.’




  A moan caught their attention. The lady moved her head, but didn’t open her eyes.




  ‘What’re we going to do?’ Seth’s whisper held tears. His fear spurred Ruth into action. Pulling her crutch towards her and grabbing the piece of ribbon she’d lost from her hair – a precious memento now, as her ma had won it when the fair had visited – she put her hand out to Seth, who helped her up.




  A flash of memory came to her, as she held onto the ribbon – her ma’s words: ‘I’m choosing you over Amy or Elsie for the ribbon, lass, as it will help to keep you cool, to have your hair tied back. Never cut your hair, our lass. It is your crowning glory. Look at it: it reaches your waist. It suits your beautiful oval face and complements your blue eyes. You need it to distract people from your affliction, and to let folk see as you’re a bonny lass, despite that foot of yours.’




  Shaking the tear-jerking recollection from her, Ruth brought her attention back to their current situation. ‘Seth, you and George get the Earl’s body back into the coach. Hurry, afore his ma comes round proper. Put him in a position that he would likely be in if he’d been killed in the accident. Go on, me lads.’




  Hobbling over to the lady, Ruth placed herself between her and the carriage, because although the lady had sunk back into deep unconsciousness once more, Ruth felt afraid that she might still open her eyes and see what they were doing.




  ‘Amy, lass, bring Elsie to me, and then get sommat to disturb the mud to hide the trail of the lads dragging the body. A stick or something will do.’




  ‘But, our Ruth, anyone’ll know as he were out of the carriage afore he died. He’ll be covered in mud, and there’s mud on his boots.’




  Fear of the truth of what Amy said stopped Ruth in her tracks for a moment. When a solution came to her, she knew George wouldn’t be in favour of it, but their situation was desperate – hers above all, as now the noose would be her certain fate.




  ‘We have to attach the horses again and drive them over the cliff to take the—’




  ‘Naw!’




  George’s horrified gasp showed Ruth the enormity of what she’d proposed, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to achieve it.




  ‘We have to do sommat to cover up what really happened, George. We have to.’




  ‘I think I knaw what we could do, our Ruth.’




  Ruth didn’t dismiss Amy. The lass had a clever brain. She could even read and write, and she’d only had the miller’s lad to teach her what he’d learned in school.




  ‘We could just push the seating area of the carriage over the edge, with the Earl inside. Then, when he’s found, the state of him will give no clue to him having left the carriage before he died. And it won’t be too heavy for us to shift, now that it is detached from where the trunks are stored. We could say as we’d managed to get the lady out, but then had to unleash the horses as they were in danger of shoving the rest over the cliff. But just as we did so, the lightest part of the carriage went over, with the unconscious man still in it.’




  ‘Yes, that could have happened. You’re reet, lass. By, Ma allus said as you were the brains of the family, our Amy. Reet, me lads, that’s what we’ll do – just as Amy says – and I can help, if I get me back against it.’




  ‘Naw, you shield the lady’s view, Ruth, just in case. And mind our Elsie an’ all. Me and the lads’ll manage. We’re strong.’




  Ruth did as Amy suggested. She knew her own strength was limited and would more than likely be a hindrance. It wasn’t just her foot that was crippled, as the bottom of her spine also had a curve in it. Though it wasn’t much of one and it didn’t bend her over, unless she was tired, like now, the curvature did cause her pain almost beyond endurance at times. She held Elsie to her, and the crashing sound of the carriage against the rocks undid her. Her body trembled. The dry sockets of her eyes filled with tears as the full impact of their plight hit her. She looked in fear at the lady, but she hadn’t moved. The thought came to her: God, what now? What now?




  There was no doubt in Ruth’s mind that they had to take the lady down to Clitheroe and get help for her, but what trouble would that bring down upon them? The fear this caused increased the shaking in her body.
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  Katrina Arkwright




  Released from a Dreaded Event




  ‘I won’t marry him, Mama!’




  ‘My dear Katrina, Father will be so disappointed if you don’t marry Lord Bertram Rollinson . . . He is the Earl of Harrogate, for heaven’s sake!’




  ‘No! And I don’t care about his title or who he is, or what he represents. He is puny and disgusts me. His manner is effeminate and his breath smells. Ugh! The very thought of him repulses me. Why, Mama, why must I?’




  ‘Darling, he is such a good catch. Your father is so pleased about the Earl choosing you as his bride. Lord Bertram is sought-after by every female of standing who is of marriageable age.’




  Katrina doubted that her father had anything to do with it. A self-made man, he was accepted in society only because of her mama, who was born a lady; and although Katrina knew it pained him that Mama was no longer fully accepted, being so meant far more to her mama than it did to Daddy.




  ‘This is such a good opportunity for you, Katrina. Most girls of twenty-one have been spoken-for at least for a couple of years. And you will be such a help to your sister. Marcia will get to meet someone of worth, as you will be in the social circle that you should have been in by birthright – and that will involve us all.’




  ‘Mama, you – of all people – should understand how I feel. You were born a titled lady, and Grandpapa sold you to Father: a lower-class person made good. And that is what is happening to me. Lord Rollinson is trading a title for me, and Daddy’s acceptance into society circles, just to get his hands on our money. How could you wish this to happen to me?’




  ‘Because I know that such arrangements can work. Mine has. Yes, I had to marry your father, because Daddy was in so much debt, and by marrying me off to one of the richest men in England, he and my family would be saved. And, as it happened, your father wanted greater things for himself, so he was a ready target. What the poor darling didn’t realize was that you don’t get into the aristocracy by buying into it, but only by birth; and so he never managed to raise himself, only to lower me. You are different. You are from the aristocracy on my side, and marrying back into it will raise you up. You will become a titled lady.’




  ‘How contradictory is that: you want, for me and Marcia, what you didn’t want for yourself! It is all for Daddy, so you say. Well, I don’t believe you, Mama. And this is too high a price to pay for what you want. Besides, it didn’t work for Grandpapa – his debts crippled him in the end, and took him and Grandmama to an early grave, so what is to say that our money will work for bloody Lord Bertram?’




  ‘Don’t swear, darling. It doesn’t become you. Anyway, my father was a gambler; Lord Bertram isn’t. His father was and so is his brother, the Viscount Frederick, but that isn’t the cause of the decline of their wealth. Not altogether. The coming of the Industrial Revolution may have helped men like your father to advance themselves, but those who depend upon the land and their estates are not in a good position – except those who had funds to invest in manufacturing in the beginning. All the big money is centred on the towns. Just look how Blackburn has grown. When I was a young girl, it was nothing more than a large village. It is a—’




  A tap on the door interrupted her mother and increased Katrina’s frustration. If she could only bring her mama round to her side, she might stand a chance! There must be some way out of her situation. There had to be. God, she couldn’t marry that sickly nanny-boy. She couldn’t.




  Wistlow entered, at her mama’s bidding. Trying not to show their butler there was anything amiss, Katrina turned her back and walked over to the window. Her feet sank into the hand-made Indian rug as she went – a rug so huge it could almost be called a carpet. Its rich blues, golds and reds gave a splash of colour to the otherwise subtle creams and soft blues of Mama’s sitting room, without interfering with the elegance that Mama surrounded herself with. An elegance reflected in the carved deep-mahogany furniture and the beautiful chandelier, which held as many as forty candles.




  The view from the window brought some peace to Katrina. The mountains of the Pennines, with their snow-capped peaks, formed a backdrop to frost-tipped trees and acres of land covered in bracken, which was wearing its browns and rusts of the winter season. Wistlow’s words shattered that moment’s peace and brought her attention back to the present.




  ‘Ma’am, there is a policeman here. He has some bad news. Should I send him to the factory to talk to Mr Arkwright, or summon Mr Arkwright here?’




  ‘What does he want, Wistlow? Has the policeman told you?’




  ‘Only that there has been an accident, Ma’am, but he did say it wasn’t a family member and that he is here as part of his investigations.’




  Though this was alarming, Katrina couldn’t think how this accident could concern them, if her father wasn’t involved, or indeed Marcia, who was at this moment travelling home from finishing school.




  ‘Did he indicate whether the accident happened at the factory?’ her mother asked, but then answered her own question, ‘No, of course it couldn’t have. He’d have gone there, not here.’




  This set Katrina wondering: So who then? Good God, surely not the Earl and his mother, who are on their way to see us? Though that might solve my problem, if it was serious enough. This thought soon changed to: Let it be. Please let it be the ghastly Earl.




  Mama’s anxiety caused Katrina a feeling of guilt, as it was obvious that the same thought had occurred to her and distressed her. Her face had paled and her voice shook. ‘Oh dear, it can only be . . . No, it can’t be, not my dear Eleonore.’




  Lady Eleonore, the Earl’s mother, had been a friend of Katrina’s mother since they were girls at the same school in Belgium. A French nobleman’s daughter, Lady Eleonore had met and married the elder Earl of Harrogate, now deceased. Her sons, the new and despicable Earl, Lord Bertram, and his brother, the Viscount Frederick, couldn’t be more different, if they were born to entirely separate families. Katrina rather liked the handsome Frederick and wouldn’t have baulked at marrying him.




  It wasn’t just his looks – tall compared to Bertram’s short height; dark hair to Bertram’s fair; and, well, Frederick was altogether French-looking. Whereas Bertram . . . Oh, she didn’t want to think about him, other than to wish he’d be conveniently disposed of in some way.




  It didn’t take long for Mama to recover herself and instruct Wistlow to take the police officer to the kitchen and offer him some refreshment. ‘And then send an urgent message to Mr Arkwright. Tell him to come home at once, Wistlow.’




  After Wistlow had left, they sat in silence for a moment. Katrina had sunk down onto the light-blue, French-influenced couch and looked up at a picture of her mother adorning the chimneybreast above the huge open fireplace. This room, although cool in summer with its many windows and French doors that opened onto the garden, needed the roaring log fire to be kept alight to maintain the heat at this time of year.




  The spitting and crackling of the logs blazing in the hearth drew her attention. Trying to dispel the horrid thought she’d had, she looked into the depth of the flames and watched the dance of the sparks on the soot-covered fire-bricks behind them. She remembered herself and Marcia playing a game of claiming a spark each, and willing it to last longer than the other ones. She and Marcia had been so close in those days – how did it all change?




  They had spent quite a time apart because when she returned from finishing school, Marcia – two years younger than herself – left to attend the same school. The change in Marcia when she returned for a school break had dismayed Katrina. Now, although she loved her sister dearly, she was wary of her scheming ways.




  A small sigh from her mother broke into Katrina’s thoughts. ‘Would you like a drink, Mama? Because I could do with one.’




  Mama leaned forward and rang the bell on the table in front of her. ‘Yes, dear, I certainly would. I feel so worried. I am certain it is Eleonore, but what could have befallen them?’




  ‘Robbers maybe, or a lame horse rearing. Who knows?’




  ‘You don’t sound very concerned, Katrina, and that isn’t like you. You may not care for what happens to Lord Bertram, but Lady Eleonore—’




  ‘I know. I’m sorry, Mama.’




  Her mother nodded. The ringlets caught up in a bunch on the back of her head did a little jig as she did so. Still beautiful and very elegant, her mama showed little sign of her age. Her hair shone in a youthful way, with very few grey strands peppering its jet-black colour. Her oval-shaped face had a delicate, vulnerable look, and sweeping lashes framed her hazel eyes. Everything about her – from her creamy skin to her slanting shoulders and tiny, but in-proportion figure – was a picture of loveliness. Not that she was all sweetness and light, as she appeared to be; she was a woman who knew what she wanted, and she could twist her husband around her finger to get it.




  In some of that, Katrina knew she was describing herself. In looks and figure, that is, she was the epitome of her mother as a young woman, though she knew her nature was more like her father’s: determined, strong-minded and stubborn; in her youth this had been interpreted as being wilful.




  Wistlow had only just finished serving their drinks – gin with lemonade for Mama, and a sherry for herself – when a commotion started up in the hallway. Father’s loud voice could be heard shouting, ‘Where is everybody? I’m bloody summoned home and there’s no bugger here to greet me!’




  Mama raised her eyebrows, but remained seated. Wistlow moved in a sort of scurrying action towards the door. Too late: Daddy had already entered and almost threw his cloak at the poor man, followed by his tall hat, which Wistlow caught with style, making Katrina want to clap her hands and shout, ‘Bravo!’ – though she knew better than to do so at this moment.




  ‘Come and sit here, dear.’ Mama patted the seat next to her.




  Daddy calmed immediately, smiled and sat down. ‘Sorry, dear. I’m just very worried. What’s happening? Why the summons?’




  Mama told him about the policeman and why he was here. ‘We don’t know who is involved or why it is of interest to us. Only that it isn’t a family member, and that we are part of his investigations. I thought you would want to handle it yourself.’




  ‘My love, you’re shaking. What are you afraid of?’




  ‘That it might be Lady Eleonore. Oh, Robert, I couldn’t bear it if she—’




  ‘Now, now.’




  Mama leaned heavily on Daddy’s shoulder as he tried to comfort her. ‘We’ll not meet trouble afore it meets us. Where is this policeman fellow?’




  Her father, though a huge man in stature, with his clothes, demeanour and manners telling of his extreme wealth, still had a Lancashire tone to his voice, which somehow was at odds with the rest of him, and could be so pronounced that you would think him a worker in his mill, instead of the owner. For all that, she liked the accent, and it didn’t matter to her that her father still showed his roots. She suspected it mattered to Mama, as she was always correcting him. This time, though, Mama stayed quiet.




  ‘By now he should be on his way to your study, dear. I instructed Wistlow to see to the man’s refreshment and keep him in the kitchen until you arrived, and then to take him to your study.’




  ‘Right. Yes, that’s the best place, I’d say. Well done. Are you wanting to come t’office with me? Hear at first hand what this is all about, eh?’




  ‘Can I come too, Papa? After all, it could concern me.’




  ‘Erm . . .’ Her father looked towards Mama. His way was to defer to her in all such matters. To Katrina’s delight, her mother agreed. Thank goodness. At least I won’t be left wondering.




  Walking in the garden some thirty minutes later, snuggled in her fur coat over a long brown day-frock, Katrina felt great sadness for the plight of Lady Eleonore, lying unconscious in a cottage hospital in Clitheroe. That lovely lady’s life hung in the balance, and yet she had no idea that her son was dead. Despite this, Katrina had to admit that her sadness for Lady Eleonore vied with the joy she felt for herself in being released from a fate she had thought of as worse than death.




  Her father had ordered that a doctor should be in constant attendance and that, as soon as Lady Eleonore could travel, she should be brought to their house. It appeared that it was an entry in her diary that had brought the police to their door. Father had immediately sent a wire to Viscount Frederick, to tell him the news. Poor Frederick. Once again Katrina admonished herself for feeling glad to hear of Bertram’s demise, when Frederick and his mother had so much to contend with.




  Anger entered her as she thought of the peasants who had caused the accident. To her mind, they had no thought for others. There was no excuse for walking on a road that was for the use of horseriders and horse-driven vehicles and had very few passing places. But for all that, she shuddered to think what their fate might be; after all, it sounded as if they were all very young.




  





  3




  Ruth




  A Fruitless Search




  Ruth stared into the terrifying, impenetrable darkness of the room in which she’d been locked. Her mind jumped from one thing to the next. But it was mostly occupied by where her sisters and brothers were.




  The journey to get the injured lady somewhere she would receive help had been hazardous and heart-wrenching. The lads had managed to make a kind of stretcher out of the remains of the back end of the coach and between them they’d lifted her onto it, before tying it – and the lady – securely on top of the pram and fixing that to the horses. They’d found everything they needed amongst the debris scattered around: belts from dressing gowns, and some leather belts rolled and tied, plus a blanket to cover her with. And although the contraption was unsteady, George had managed to soothe the horses along the way, so that the journey didn’t cause the lady any further injury.




  It was the burden of the third horse, which was not needed to pull the pram, that had broken their hearts. Somehow they’d managed to lift their ma’s body and secure it over the horse’s back. Five orphans, lost in grief, doing what they thought best.




  On the way Ruth and Seth had made up a story, which they all had to learn by heart and not stray from. Elsie was instructed over and over again to stay dumb. No matter what was said to her, she was to shake her head and keep her lips clamped together.




  Their story was simple and most of it was the truth; they were to lie, though, when it came to what had happened to the Earl. They were to say they hadn’t been able to save the young man before the carriage went over the cliff. And they had to remember that they wouldn’t know who he was, so they mustn’t mention his title, no matter what they did.




  A shudder went through Ruth’s cold body. It had all seemed so simple. But on arriving at a small hamlet, they’d knocked on the door of the first house – a large house, where they thought someone of note might live. Someone who would help them. Instead, the man who answered the door asked them their business in a cold, suspicious manner.




  Ruth had told him their story, thinking that once he knew, he would be more kindly towards them, but instead he’d told them to wait. The huge door had shut on them with a snap that had sent worry through Ruth. She’d been right to fear. Within moments the man returned with another man, and together they lifted the lady off the pram and took her inside, telling the siblings not to budge.




  Seth had urged Ruth to let them make a run for it, but although she was apprehensive, Ruth had refused, as she couldn’t think why asking for help should bring trouble down on them. They’d done the right thing, hadn’t they?




  When the door of the house had opened again, she’d wished with all her heart that she had taken Seth’s advice. The man growled at them that they were all to come inside. He showed them into a small room, with one wall containing shelves from floor to ceiling stacked with provisions, the sight of which had been torture to their starving bellies. Tins of meat and jars of preserves lay side-by-side with bags of flour and stacks of tins containing sugar and tea. The other three walls were whitewashed. Against one of these was a cold slab holding tubs of lard and dripping, and a leg of lamb. On the brick floor stood flagons of ale, and bottles of wine lay in a rack. Above these hung a cooked ham, which had had slices cut from it. For a moment Ruth had been tempted to seize hold of it and let each of her siblings take a bite. But she’d resisted and had huddled them close to her.




  No matter what their fate, or what they were thought to have done, to put starving children in such a place seemed a cruel act.




  They’d stood awhile not speaking, each taking in the feast before their eyes, as Ruth reminded them to stick to their story. The door had opened during her telling and a voice had boomed out, ‘And what story is that then, scum?’




  Ruth had looked into the beady eyes of a very fat man. His clothes spoke of him being a gentleman, but there was nothing gentle about him. His face was purple with rage. Turning, he’d bellowed, ‘Is that idiot returned yet, Dorking?’




  The man who’d first opened the door to them had appeared. ‘He is, Sir.’




  ‘Good. Has he brought the doctor?’




  ‘Yes, Sir, the doctor is with the lady now.’




  ‘Tell him that when he has administered to her, he is to come to my office. Now, take these wretches to the barn outside. Whatever possessed you to put this dirty, thieving rabble in my pantry? You’re more of an imbecile than I thought, Dorking!’




  ‘Sorry, Sir. I thought to lock them in, and this was the only place I could do that.’




  ‘Hmm, yes, I believe they would try to escape. Have that brute of a man stay with them. The one who carries out the repairs – what’s his name?’




  ‘Gadling, Sir.’




  ‘Yes, that’s him. Tell him he has my permission to clout any of them if they try to escape.’




  When a bear-like man took them to the barn, they’d been relieved to find the horses there and had snuggled up to them for warmth.




  Ruth had felt her fear deepen with every moment, and her fear was justified, as not an hour later a policeman arrived and asked them how they came to bring an injured lady to the home of the Honourable Judge Yarrow.




  That name was a feared one even as far as Pradley, and it struck terror in Ruth. The judge was known for his harsh dealings. A lad from Pradley, not ten years old, came into her mind. Caught stealing fruit from a market stall, he’d been sent away from his family to a land called Australia, which was said to be on the other side of the world.




  Ruth had tried to explain, had tried to tell her story, but her fear had tongue-tied her. Little Elsie had blurted out, ‘It were the horses. They jumped up and made our mam dead, and a man made us—’




  Seth had tried to save the day. He’d interrupted and calmly told the man what they had rehearsed, but their fate had been sealed. Hours later, and well into the night, Ruth had been transported here, to this hellhole; and the others, she knew not where.




  Since being shoved roughly into this room, which she likened to a cell, Ruth hadn’t moved. Now she felt forced to, by the urge to pee. Shuffling along to the end of the stone slab she was sitting on, she found the wall. With the help of her crutch she hobbled along it.




  As she made her way along the cold, damp, rough surface, the cocoon of shock that had protected her cracked, and her senses awoke to the stench of stale urine mingled with sweat. Bile rose to her throat. Swallowing left a sting that caused her to cough. A tremble of cold and horror shuddered through her. Walking in the direction of the strength of the smell, she counted her steps. Ten paces before her foot kicked something tinny, which made a sound like a gong. Liquid splashed over her foot. The stench increased. Ruth retched but, with an empty stomach, only stinging bile came up from her. Tears streamed from her eyes as she choked on the vile-tasting liquid. Somehow she controlled the spasm and forced herself to use the bucket. It was already full, and adding more urine made the contents spill over the side and run around her feet.




  Her tears turned to tears of despair. Unable to sustain the standing position she’d had to take, she slumped on her crutch. But the angle she’d held the crutch at, while relieving herself, made it slip. She landed heavily on the floor. Her hair soaked into the foul sewage that she lay in.




  For a moment she lay still, begging God to let her die. But then a picture of her sisters and brothers came to her and she knew she had to live, for them. She had to try and save them all. With this thought, some courage came back to her. Writhing in pain, she somehow managed to retrieve her crutch and stand up. Counting the steps back to the stone bench, she sat down and tried to clear her mind. Everything depended on her getting out of here, but how?




  A noise woke Ruth, who had not been conscious of falling asleep. A clanging, banging sound. Opening her eyes, she saw that a trickle of daylight was forcing its way through a high, barred, filthy window, allowing her to see her surroundings.




  The din increased. The sound was like screaming cats, with the background of a thousand tin cans banging on metal. In front of her was a door with a hatch. That too was barred, but light shone through it. Hobbling towards it, Ruth tried to see out. Horror gripped her as she peered through it. A woman with black-as-night beady eyes sunken into bloodshot sockets stared back at her, from behind the bars of the door opposite. Gnarled, pockmarked and with warts on her cheeks and her nose, she made a sound that was more like a growl than a human voice. After several grunts, she became agitated and her hand, with nails like claws, came through the bars. Curses of evil poured from her, directed at Ruth, which had Ruth shrinking back from the hatch. Where am I? Oh God, please don’t say I’m in an asylum! Tales of folk being locked up in such places and never heard of again taunted her. She begged God for help.




  A different sound brought her out of her despair: that of a cart being wheeled along cobbled ground. Without looking across at the woman, Ruth peered out of the hatch once more. To her left she saw a man pushing a trolley full of bowls, the contents of which must be hot, as Ruth could see steam rising from each one.




  At each cell the man unlocked the door, viciously pushed the inmate back with a long pole that had a crosspiece on the end, then shoved a bowl into the cell, quickly locking the door again. He waited at each one until there was a knocking from inside, when he opened the door once more, shoved the inmate back, then leaned in and took the slop bucket, putting it to the side of the cell door while he locked the door once more.




  It seemed to take an age for the man to reach Ruth’s cell, during which time a plan had formed in her mind. She only hoped she had the strength to accomplish it and she knew she’d have to move quickly, attacking him before he could push her back with his rod.




  Her heart clanged as she heard him lock the cell next to hers. How was she going to stand long enough to use her crutch as a weapon?




  His shadow splashed across the hatch. The key grated in the lock. Ruth’s heart pounded even faster and, though she was cold to her bones, sweat trickled down her body. What if she failed?




  The door creaked. She knew she had to act now. As the door opened, she lunged her whole body forward, shoving the man’s rod to one side and digging her crutch deep into his belly. His body crumbled beneath hers. His breath reeked as it left his body in a gasp that Ruth thought he’d never draw in again. His face registered shock and fear.




  Lifting the top half of herself – something she was always able to do, having gained strength in her upper torso to compensate for the weakness of her lower body – Ruth grabbed her crutch and, as if ramming a pole into the ground, brought the end smashing down into the man’s face.




  His head rolled, in much the same way as the Earl’s had done earlier, drawing Ruth out of her rage and filling her once more with the horror of her actions. Looking down into his shattered, bloodied features, she thanked God that the man was still breathing.




  The silence that had fallen erupted into a cackling of pleas and screams. Ruth looked around her. At every hatch, wild faces appeared. Screams of ‘Save me’ mixed with shrieking laughter and name-calling.




  As if given super-strength, Ruth knew what she must do. Unhooking the keys from the man’s belt, she managed to get up and make her way along the corridor of hell. Dodging the globs of phlegm that were spat at her, and ignoring the stench of the slop buckets, she made it to the gated door at the end. It took a moment to locate the correct key, but she concentrated on the task as the racket behind her increased in volume. At last the door creaked open. Ruth froze. What if there were more staff outside? Could she fight them all off in her near-exhausted state? But once she pulled the heavy door closed behind her, there were no more people, just another corridor with a room off to the left. The room held a table and a stool. On the table was a pile of papers, and that was all.




  When she reached another door, she fumbled with the keys once more and eventually made her way along the corridor, with a series of doors leading off it. One door at the end of the last corner that Ruth turned stood open, and beyond that was another gate-like door that led to the outside.




  The smell of food cooking, and the sound of cooking pots clanging, came to Ruth as she neared the open door. A woman’s voice called out, ‘Is that you, Trevor? You done all the slop buckets already? Well, I have a pot on the hearth. I’ll make you a drop of tea.’




  Ruth cringed against the wall. She could now see that the gate-door beyond the kitchen stood ajar, but could she make it through without being seen? Looking behind her and then in front of her again, she was seized by panic. Would the woman come out of the kitchen, when she received no reply? The thought of being taken back to that cell, and worse – now having on her head the crime of assaulting the guard – propelled Ruth forward.




  ‘Trevor? Trevor, what’s wrong . . . Hey, what are you up to—’




  Using her crutch, Ruth shoved the woman with all her might, in the same way she’d seen the guard do. The woman lost her balance and fell backwards. Ruth swayed. The floor came up to meet her, but before she hit it, she grabbed the handle of the door and steadied herself. The woman’s eyes held terror as she stared up at Ruth. Ruth snarled in the way she’d seen the other inmates do. The woman cowered away, curling herself in a ball and screaming, ‘Don’t hurt me, I’ll not stop you leaving. Please don’t hurt me.’




  Somehow Ruth managed to close the kitchen door, then couldn’t believe her eyes as she saw there was a key still in its lock. Relief flooded through her at the sound of the lock clicking into place. Removing the key, she carried on towards the gate-door, sheer willpower overcoming the horrendous pain that was racking her body.




  As her hand grasped the handle of the door, she caught sight of a woman’s coat hanging on a nail. Taking the coat down, she threw it outside, knowing that she wouldn’t be able to hold it while she found the key to lock the gate-door behind her.




  Agony permeated every part of her, with the relief of knowing she was free. Through uncontrollable tears, Ruth saw she was in a courtyard. In the centre of the stone-flagged yard stood a well. The blackened, rust-covered pump looked enormous, but she was used to such a contraption. One of her tasks back home had been to see to the supply of buckets of water for her family from the well in their garden. Pumping it up from the ground had contributed to her body’s upper strength.




  She knew she mustn’t think of the pain she was in. The only way of living with it was to block it from her mind, and she did that now. Leaning against the wall, she steeled herself to make it to the well, draw water and wash her face, hands and feet.




  Shivering against the cold of the icy water, she used what strength she could muster to empty a bucket of it over her head. With chattering teeth, she donned the coat. Several sizes too big and reaching the floor, it wrapped comfortingly around her, and its belt tied around her twice, but held the coat in place. Searching in the pockets of her clothes, she found her ribbon and fixed her wet hair into a ponytail. Her last task was to swill down her sandals. This done, her feet squelched into them, but the cold made her oblivious to the dampness.




  Some warmth entered her as she made her way towards the gate that led to the outside world. Getting through the gate itself posed no problems, and no one was about. A little way along the road, Ruth threw the bunch of keys and the kitchen key into the bushes, before taking in her surroundings.




  The building she’d just left was a huge, rambling old house with bars at every window. As she walked round to the front she saw a sign saying ‘Merchant Street, Union’s Workhouse Hospital’ – the place where they put those considered not normal. A shudder trembled through her, as she realized her thoughts about the place were confirmed. Now, though, she had to get as far away from here as she could.




  It was afternoon by the time Ruth allowed herself to rest. Her journey had taken her along busy high streets, where she’d begged a crust from a kindly-looking lady sweeping the path outside a bakery shop. The lady had seemed afraid of her, but had given her a piece from a warm loaf. Ruth had smiled her thanks, and this had the effect of warming the lady towards her; but then an awkward moment had followed as she’d asked where Ruth came from and where she was going. Ruth had been sorry to rush away, but was afraid to answer the woman’s questions and was wary of the deeper prying that might have ensued.




  Coming to a narrow, cobbled street, she went to walk down it, thinking that it looked as though it housed folk of her own standing and she might get some help. But the stench of the place – the same stinking smell of sewage as where she’d come from – had her changing her mind. Instead, exhausted, she sank down on a bench and allowed herself to lean back and rest, thinking for the first time that she had no need to fear.




  The shabbiness of her surroundings meant that she was unlikely to come across anyone who would be curious about her. This thought hadn’t died before a young girl approached her. ‘What you doing there, dressed like that? Eeh, you look reet funny, lass.’ The girl’s eyes rested on Ruth’s crutch. ‘You a cripple, then? By, you’ll find no one to beg from around these parts, though I could take you somewhere you’d make a good bit of money and have food an’ all.’




  Ruth found the girl to be a strange creature. Her face wasn’t natural, in that it was painted with rouge, as were her lips. Both in a bright red. Her blonde hair looked like straw. Combed high on her head, it hung in straggly bits around her face. Her clothes showed a lot more of her than they should and seemed to be far too tight for her. But for all that, she had a friendly nature and hadn’t been repulsed by Ruth’s club foot.




  ‘You’re a pretty thing. Ma Perkins will rub her hands together at the sight of you. Eeh, the gents pay well for someone a bit different. You ever been with a man, eh?’




  ‘Naw. And I’m not sure what you’re offering, but I could do with a drink and some food, if that’s what you mean.’




  ‘Aye, I do. Come along with me. The house is only just down the road. Ma Perkins will put you reet. She’s kindly, if you keep on the right side of her. Just do as she asks of you and your life will change.’ The girl gave a funny little laugh, but, although wary of her and what she was getting into, Ruth liked her.




  ‘I’ll give owt a try, ta. Me name’s Ruth – what’s yours?’




  ‘Lottie. Does you need a helping hand?’




  ‘Aye, I could do with a lift. If you put your arm underneath mine on me good side, that’d be grand. By, I’m glad as I met you, Lottie.’




  ‘You never said what you’re doing here.’




  ‘I’m just wandering. I got separated from me sisters and brothers and I keep hoping to see them, or at least where they may have been taken.’




  ‘Who took them?’




  Pulling herself up, Ruth cautioned herself. Could she really trust this girl? ‘Oh, I – I mean, if anyone found them. Anyroad, I’ll carry on looking after I’ve had a bite to eat.’




  The girl let out the funny little laugh again. It seemed to convey a message, but Ruth had no idea what it meant.




  Inside the house, enlightenment began to dawn on her. She’d never seen anything of a whorehouse, but she’d heard of them, and had once heard her da telling her ma of one in Blackburn. He’d been into the market with some livestock, and a girl had approached him. He and Ma had laughed till they cried at the tales her da had come out with, but Ruth hadn’t understood all they’d said. Now, as she stood in the hall of this three-storey house, she knew she was in such a place. Everywhere was decorated in a ruby red. Velvet curtains hung over the many doors leading off the hall, and each was tied with gold braid. Half-clad girls sat on the stairs, giggling down at her, as she stared at the buxom woman who greeted her.




  ‘I’m Ma Perkins. Lottie here tells me you’re a virgin, girl. That right?’ The woman had bright-red hair. Her face was even more made-up than Lottie’s was, and her frock was cut so that her two huge wobbly breasts looked set to escape.




  ‘I – I . . . That’s none of your business. Lottie said she was bringing me here for a drink and sommat to eat.’




  ‘You’ll get that, all right. But first you need a bath and to get into some proper clothes. You’re going to bring me in a mint – that is, if you’re a virgin. Now answer me question!’




  Feeling intimidated, Ruth nodded.




  ‘No man’s ever laid a finger on you, is that true?’




  Ruth nodded again.




  ‘Good. Lottie, take her to the bathroom and give her a good scrubbing. Dress her in that white gown. We’re going to make a packet from her, especially as she’s a cripple an’ all. I know a few who like it a bit different. Go with Lottie, there’s a good girl. There’s some nice stew for you, when you’re ready. That is, if a punter hasn’t arrived by then. Janet, run to the gentlemen’s club and put the word out, love.’




  As the woman spoke to all and sundry in one sentence, Ruth found her own voice. ‘But I don’t want to go with a man. I won’t. I’ll be off, and you can stuff your stew!’




  ‘Now, now. Here, Lottie, take her bloody crutch from her. She’ll have to do as we say, then.’




  ‘If you do that, I’ll fall on the floor. I can’t stand up without it. Please, let me go. Please.’




  A slap sent Ruth reeling. ‘Do as you’re bloody told, girl. Pick her up, Lottie, and get the bitch ready.’




  Ruth’s face stung; her body, already weak, folded. Two girls helped her up. They spoke kindly to her, bringing her to tears. With no strength to resist, she went along with them, all the while praying to God to help her, as He had done earlier. But this time He didn’t answer her prayers, and there seemed no way out of what she thought might lie in store for her.
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  Frederick, the New Earl of Harrogate




  In His Brother’s Footsteps




  ‘Mama must be brought back to Beckstone Abbey. Bertram should never have moved her out, on his succession. It wasn’t as if he had a family to put in residence there, for God’s sake! This house needs repairs that are beyond our purse. I, as the new Earl, will see to closing it at once.’




  Frederick and his uncle, Jacobite, the family lawyer, were in the dower-house. The house was a short drive along a leafy lane from Beckstone Abbey, which was situated just outside Northallerton. A sprawling mansion, Beckstone Abbey – the Rollinson family’s country seat – had a long history. After being sacked and taken from the monks who had built it, it had been given to an ancestor of Frederick by Elizabeth I. Why, it was not known, but rumour had it that this ancestor was numbered amongst Elizabeth’s favourites, with a special place in her heart. Frederick loved the tales of the first Earl of Harrogate and, from his picture, which hung in the great hall of the Abbey, knew that he resembled him in appearance, even though he had inherited the look of his French ancestors, too.




  Not having been home since his father’s funeral just over a year ago, Frederick was shocked to see the conditions that his mother had endured. In dire need of replastering and decorating, the dower-house walls showed signs of damp, and mildew blackened a patch behind his mother’s sofa. The furniture was shabby and the carpet ragged. Frederick was appalled, and not a little angry with his late brother. ‘What the hell was Bertram thinking, Uncle? I wish I had come home sooner. I would have at least tried to dissuade him from making Mother live here. But I just couldn’t face seeing the place without Father here, and with Bertram lording it over me. Now I wish that he could do so.’




  The pain of his brother’s loss brought a lump to Frederick’s throat. Though Bertram had been such a different character from him – staid in his ways, which often caused arguments between them – he wasn’t a bad brother. They just had a different outlook and their values were different, too. Bertram thought everyone could better themselves if they tried, and loathed those who didn’t. He took no heed of their circumstances and was repulsed by the poor. Frederick always thought that was born of fear. They themselves had been so close to poverty and had faced losing everything. But to Frederick, Bertram’s point of view was hypocritical; he saw no reason to hate those who were already poor, just because you were afraid of joining their ranks. However, Bertram was a bitter man. He found it hard to hold his head up in society when his purse couldn’t run to what his peers had. He’d been determined to find a bride who could provide him with the money the family so dearly needed. Frederick hadn’t thought he stood a chance, as there was nothing attractive about Bertram.




  Not a strong person, Bertram had suffered many illnesses as a child, and for some reason had never developed physically in the same way that Frederick himself had. This lack of height also contributed to his manner, as he tried too hard to assert himself, which made him come across as much harsher than he really was. But for all his faults, Frederick had loved Bertram; and, yes, looked up to him, if he was truthful.




  A cough from his uncle brought Frederick out of his thoughts. Composing himself, he apologized and asked his uncle to continue.




  ‘Bertram had plans to completely overhaul the dower-house, once his finances would permit. His priority, and your mother’s, was to keep your fees paid. They both recognized that you needed a trade. His motive, and your mother’s in residing here, was so that Bertram would have no obstacles in the way of bringing a new bride home. He wanted to be able to offer a home free of any encumbrances, and for his wife to have freedom in how she ran things and the way she wanted to do the renovations that were needed.’




  Guilt entered Frederick. He knew that his education was a strain on the family purse, but that didn’t excuse Bertram’s decision. ‘But to even consider letting Mama live here! She will be fetched immediately from hospital and restored to the comfort of her own quarters at the Abbey.’




  ‘I agree, Frederick – it was a bad idea of Bertram’s; he could at least have waited until he had the funds to do up the place first. But as for bringing Lady Eleonore home immediately, well, that will be the decision of the doctor who is taking care of her. He may not allow her to travel for a while. I am sure the Arkwrights will make her comfortable until then.’




  ‘But with this place closed, I can afford to have a nurse to care for Mama twenty-four hours a day. Her doctor has to agree.’




  ‘Your finances are not that simple, my dear boy. Closing this place and ridding yourself of the extra staff is just one of the changes you need to make. The Rollinson fortune has diminished to the value of what little land is left, and the leased properties standing on it. Not only have death-duties taken their toll – and there will be more of them to pay – but also your father made some very bad investments. I tried to encourage him to put what money he could spare into the cotton industry, but he thought it traitorous to those of his farmers who lived and worked on your land and had lost a big part of their livelihoods.’




  ‘I know, and he was right in a way. My father was very young when automation began to take over and, as he always did, he took a romantic view of it all and saw himself as the champion of his own father’s tenants. He remained steadfast to the idea that the factory system should never have been allowed, and that it was the cause of the death of the cottage industries with which many of our tenants’ wives supplemented the family income. But Father had not enough foresight to realize that if he failed, or rather the family business did, then they would, too. If he had invested and prospered, then compromises could have been found. Look at the growth of Blackburn. More food is needed to sustain the many people flocking in to work in the factories. Father could have helped his tenants by using his profit from investing in the mill industry to increase their arable and animal farming of the land, and everyone would have benefited.’




  ‘You are right, of course. But no, they took the most stupid action they could. And I, being the younger son, couldn’t bring any influence to bear, though I tried, God knows, I tried.’




  Frederick knew that his uncle was referring to the misguided decisions and actions taken by his father and grandfather. They had funded the tenants to riot, which resulted in the smashing of the power looms at Carr’s mill – all to no avail, as there was no chance that the factory system would not go ahead. Their actions led to them having to sell the land that those same farmers had leased from them. Land that had been in the family for centuries.




  ‘Anyway, we cannot change history, but it angers me that your father made things worse and brought the estate almost to its knees, as his soft-hearted ways led him to allowing rents to get into arrears, which – coupled with his gambling habit – ate into what was left and practically bankrupted the estate. You need to watch those traits, Frederick, as you have inherited them both, my boy.’




  Frederick knew what his uncle referred to, and felt deeply for him. Being the second son, Jacobite had to take up a career or be faced with becoming a vicar; and he could only advise his family in their financial affairs. He’d rarely been listened to. Frederick had been looking at a similar future himself, as he too was the second son. He had taken steps to avoid being forced to become a man of the cloth. The very idea makes me laugh. Good God! Nothing could be further from my nature.




  Well, he was no longer the second son, although he couldn’t contemplate the enormity of the task facing him, as the concerns that his uncle had outlined weighed heavily upon him.




  He’d not had an unpleasant life to date. His allowance hadn’t come up to that of some of his peers, but he had done well at the poker games, winning more often than losing – to the point where some at his club had barred him from their tables. His genius in maths helped. His interest in the subject had been piqued by his mother’s talk of knowing the eminent mathematician Siméon Denis Poisson in her youth in France. Frederick had wanted to emulate the man, and had studied his theories. One of the eminent gentleman’s papers, in particular, had been very useful: ‘Poisson’s contribution to Fourier analysis, definite integrals, path integrals, statistics, partial differential equations and calculus of variations’ – very handy in applying the mind to a game of poker. Not only that, but Frederick’s chosen path lay within it, as he wanted to become a professor of maths. He was in his third year at Oxford, but this awful tragedy would change all that. Now he had responsibility for a near-bankrupt estate! And it didn’t sound as though his uncle had a lot of faith in him, which wasn’t altogether fair.




  ‘I am not like my father, Uncle. We differ in that I am a winner at the tables. That has stood me in good stead whilst trying to manage my finances on a pittance. But that aside, where do I stand? What about Mama’s money?’




  ‘Practically gone. There was little left of her family’s fortune after the French Revolution. Your maternal grandfather was astute enough to get out what he could, but the bad management of this estate has dwindled it away. The saving of everything – even the earldom, come to that – was due to the prospective marriage of Bertram to Katrina Arkwright. Her father was to put things right: shares in his many businesses, a very large dowry, and a legacy after his and Lady Ver— I mean, Mrs Arkwright’s death. The residue of his estate, after his second daughter had been taken care of, was to come to Bertram and Katrina. A considerable amount – and huge collateral to offer the bank. All our problems would have been solved.’




  ‘Well, I don’t think Bertram and Katrina were in love, so maybe I could step in?’




  ‘Yes, I’m glad that has occurred to you, as nothing had been announced and the coming union was, as yet, known only to close family. And as I happen to be Arkwright’s family and business solicitor, too, there was no other legal party involved, either. All of which means that you could take Katrina’s hand without any scandal, and I can arrange that.’




  ‘Thank you, Uncle. Poor Bertram, I know from his letters that he was very excited to be marrying Katrina. I will miss him. He was a good brother – I know he had his ways, but he loved me and I loved him. And poor Mother adored him, which shows in her agreeing to move out of the Abbey. She would want to give his marriage every chance, although she is also very fond of Katrina, and I believe they would rub along well together. Bertram’s death is going to break her heart. I could personally string up the bloody family who were responsible!’
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