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They made no attempt to kiss, merely stood and trembled, their bodies pressed close, clinging to what both of them had longed for in all the months they had known one another.

At last, gently, he put her from him, not far, his hands still on her, holding her shoulders, for he could not bear to let go. It was as though, now that this moment for which they had both waited was here, they did not know what to do with it.

She spoke first. “I had to come. You see I don’t think I can... go on without you. If you go away I don’t know how I shall manage...”
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1

It was summer up on the wild moors of Northumberland but as was so often the case, even in this season, it was chilly and overcast and the servants shivered in their thin summer outfits, inclined to stamp their feet and move about until quelled by a disapproving glare from the butler.

The man on the far side of the driveway stared in amazement, evidently wondering what the devil was going on and why the indoor servants were congregated at the front door this late in the afternoon, then he remembered that this was the day the master’s wife was to come home. He had just stepped out from the dense strip of woodland to the side of the house where he had been checking on the birds he was hand-rearing for the ritual slaughter which would take place at his master’s shoot next month. Since he could hardly continue to saunter across the turning circle in front of the house where the servants were assembled, he stayed where he was, partly hidden by the towering and shapely masses of the luxurious sycamore trees which had been planted generations ago to shelter the fortified manor house of Newton Law. Newton Law stood in an exposed position on a windy hillside above the River Coquet, and the woodland, which curved to the sides and back of the house, kept off the worst of the weather. Among the sycamores had grown oak and hornbeam, beech and holly, and the dog which accompanied him everywhere, a chocolate-coloured labrador, took the opportunity to cock his leg against a handy trunk before lying down at his feet.

The man was tall, standing head and shoulders above the other menservants who were grouped at the top of the steps. He leaned his back against the rough bark of the sycamore, one heel resting on the trunk behind him, one hand deep in the pocket of his corduroy breeches. He had a shotgun broken over his arm. He was young, lean and straight as an arrow. No bulk about him, but a taut whipcord strength which seemed to promise toughness. He wore no cap and his hair was short, brown and curly. His grey, cat-like eyes were set in a clever face, watchful, keen and alert as though he were well accustomed to guarding his back and not only that but looking for danger ahead. His mouth had a humorous twist to it though it made no attempt at a smile now. He had heard rumours among the other servants, who were only too willing to repeat them, vague whispers about his master and his master’s wife who was reported to be of a frail and sensitive nature but he had cut them short, those who liked to gossip, seriously offending them, he knew, with what they saw as his aloof refusal to engage in it.

The splendid carriage carrying Lady Blenkinsopp drove up the gravelled driveway towards the house. The coachman, dressed in the immaculate Blenkinsopp livery of dark blue and maroon, reined in the two, coal-black carriage horses to an expert halt in front of the wide, shallow steps at the top of which his master and his master’s three spinster daughters stood, aware that should he not give the dedicated service his master demanded he would be dismissed on the spot.

In order of precedence the servants stood in two tidy lines at the side of the open front door, Holmes the butler, Mrs Armitage the housekeeper, Mrs Fowkes the cook who was “professed” in French cooking, two footmen, Nanny Briggs with Master Robert in her arms and a dozen assorted maidservants. They were a sombre group, the maids shivering in plain black cotton dresses, white aprons and caps, the housekeeper dressed the same but much more grandly with her ruched muslin cap and the belt about her waist from which hung the housekeeper’s silver chatelaine. The butler was dressed in a black frock coat and white tie, as dignified as an archbishop, but forgetting for a brief moment to keep an eye on his black-coated underlings in his eagerness to get a glimpse of the occupant of the carriage. They all, except the master and his daughters, seemed to hold their breath.

The man watched as the coachman jumped down from his box and with the flourish used by all official door-openers, opened the carriage door and let down the small step, holding out his hand to its occupant, who, it was noticed, at least by the watching man, took a long time in taking it. Sir Robert continued to stand glowering at the top of the steps, making no attempt to go down them to greet his wife, and the man wondered why his employer found it necessary to go to all this trouble, lining up the servants, making all this fuss, standing in the damp chill of a summer afternoon just as though royalty were about to step down from the carriage. He himself had never met Lady Blenkinsopp, having come as gamekeeper to Sir Robert a few weeks after she had mysteriously gone to visit her cousin in Liverpool, which in itself was not mysterious but the length of her stay was, since she had borne Sir Robert a son in December who was now six months old.

A dainty grey kid boot emerged and placed itself carefully on the step and a small grey-gloved hand reached out and took that of the coachman. He smiled up encouragingly into the carriage and when the woman finally alighted the watching man saw the reason why. It was not just the courteous smile a servant gives his mistress but the respectful and unconscious admiration a man shows a beautiful woman.

She was quite the loveliest young creature the hidden gamekeeper had ever seen. She was dressed in a gown of silvery grey grosgrain. Her bonnet was the same colour, just a wisp of silk and white ruched lace, the whole creation so simple and yet so perfect for her was it any wonder the servants held their breath in rapt admiration. It was as though none of them had seen her before and yet, he had heard, she had married Sir Robert in the early part of last year. His own mouth hung foolishly open, he was suddenly aware, and he shut it hastily as she began to climb the steps towards her husband. She held up her full skirt with both hands, her back straight and proud, like that of a young empress who can think of no reason why she should be afraid, a sight that did not seem to please her husband overmuch, for he was seen to frown. Under her bonnet her hair was smooth, spun silver mixed with gold and pale streaked amber. The watching man could not see the colour of her eyes, just the profile of her face, her straight little nose, her rosy mouth, her rounded chin, the outline of her small, childish breasts under the smooth bodice of her gown.

As she reached the top step a fleeting ray of sunshine broke through the overcast, accentuating the alarming contrast between the smiling face of the lovely young woman and the gloating triumph on the coarsened features of her elderly husband. He reached out a fat, hairy hand to take possession of her, to make his claim for all to see, fastening it on to her upper arm in what seemed to the watching gamekeeper to be a brutally fierce grip and it was then that he realised the purpose of this charade. She was his, his employer was saying. This woman belonged to him to do with as he liked, and though the company were only servants there were men among them who would know exactly what that meant.

He felt the strangest sensation in his stomach and for an appalled and amazing moment thought he was about to be sick. His stomach turned over, wobbling like a jelly not quite set, and he became aware that what he felt was revulsion. Sir Robert Blenkinsopp was a man in his fifties. His daughters were all in their twenties or even older and yet this little silvery thing who, he was sure, would be in Sir Robert’s bed before the hour was out, was like a child, ethereal and virginal, and yet, since they had a son, had already been subjected to the indignities this gross man must have forced on her. He could not clear his vision of the horrifying pictures this conjured up: pictures of the nightly outrage Sir Robert’s gross body would inflict on hers in the marriage bed, and the images made his gorge rise. But then how was he to know what was in this woman’s life? She might think a fair exchange had been made. Her innocent loveliness and a son thrown in for good measure, for money and a title. A lot of women did, so what in hell’s name was he thinking of, he asked himself, for it was nothing to do with him. Though he doubted she enjoyed his master’s embrace, for what woman would, she obviously thought the trade was a fair one. How was he to know what had compelled her to marry him? Sir Robert was an extremely wealthy man, a man with an old name, an ancient baronetcy and he might be presumed to be a good match for any woman. Women could be strong creatures and just because he himself was sickened at the thought of her clasped in Sir Robert’s meaty arms and subjected to his sweaty fondling it didn’t mean she was!

And yet as he watched he saw a faint rippling, too slight to be called a shudder, run down her back as her husband placed a heavy arm across her shoulders and began to draw her inside. She was about to go with him when her gaze fell on the woman who held the child in her arms and at once she threw off her husband’s arm and ran to the child.

“Darling... oh my darling,” he heard her say, her face, which was clearly revealed to him under the brim of her bonnet, filled with a depthless joy. Her skin glowed and her eyes were luminous with a lovely translucency as though behind them a candle flame had been lit.

“Sweetheart... my little love... how you’ve grown,” she murmured and before the grim-faced woman who had the boy in her arms could object Lady Blenkinsopp reached for him and cradled him close to her own breast. She looked down into his infant face which was rosy with good health but without that smiling interest a child of his age usually shows and then began to shower kisses on his forehead, his cheeks and into that ticklish spot under his chin which will make any child gurgle with delight.

The infant was plainly amazed, staring with eyes wide with wonder but not, those who watched thought, displeased. His face began to crease into a smile and he reached up a fat hand to touch his mother’s mouth.

Sir Robert’s harsh voice cut through the scene like a hammer striking a stone, sharp and violent and plainly incensed. “That’s enough, Amy. Give the child back to his nurse and come into the house. As you see the household is here to welcome you back into the fold, so to speak, and Agnes” – with a vague wave of his beefy hand towards his eldest daughter – “who has a soft heart” – the words spoken as though he considered his daughter to be soft in the head as well as the heart – “thought you might like to have a glimpse of the child despite the fact that you chose to abandon him six months ago. But I am prepared to forget that...” which the watching servants could see was not true, the maidservants themselves shuddering at what lay before their mistress in the next few hours. Not for a gold clock would any one of them change places with her. “Now then, return him to Nanny Briggs. You may see him later in the nursery. I believe you owe some time to your husband and daughters,” indicating astonishingly the three old maids who were her senior by years.

He was so sure of her he turned, taking a step or two through the wide front door into the equally wide hallway but it seemed she either did not hear him or, if she did, chose to ignore him.

Even from where he stood fifty yards away the gamekeeper felt the blast of Sir Robert’s annoyance. It was no more than that at the moment but it was ready to turn into a violence none of the household cared to contemplate. No one had denied Sir Robert Blenkinsopp since he was a toddling child, certainly not his indulgent parents nor the tutors they had employed to give him an education. Had he been sent to school where he would have been treated with the discipline a growing boy needs his character might have been different, though there were those who swore he had been born with a mean streak, a perverse cruelty which impelled him to dominate every living creature that came into his power whether it be animal or human. The grooms had been heard to say, though not in his presence, naturally, that he had spoiled more horses than any other ten men in the county and his first wife, or so they said, had died simply because she could think of no other way to escape him. His daughters were carbon copies of their mother, timid, placating, terrified of his raised voice, and though they would have enormous dowries when, and if, they married not one man had put in a bid for them, since none of them could stomach having Sir Robert Blenkinsopp for a father-in-law.

“Amy, did you hear me?” His voice was harsh and threatening, telling her, and those about her, that she would be sorry if she disobeyed him and those assembled shrank within themselves, praying that Lady Blenkinsopp would have the sense to hand her son back to his nurse and scuttle after her husband.

But she did neither and the man watching heard his own voice whisper in his throat. Don’t oppose him, m’lady. Do as he says. Be careful or you will pay for it. You have just arrived and only God knows what he will do to you if you cross him in front of the servants. Give the child back and go with him, please... please. I have seen the way he treats his animals... please...

At last she kissed the child, whispering something in his ear, stroking his plump cheek, taking her time about it while Sir Robert’s face became an ugly, mottled purple.

“I’ll be up presently, Nanny,” they all heard her say as she handed the boy back to his nurse, while Nanny looked at Sir Robert like a rabbit faced with a stoat as though to say she hoped to God he didn’t blame her for his wife’s behaviour.

“You’ll go up when I say you’ll go up, madam,” Sir Robert thundered, gripping her upper arm with a hard and vicious hand and dragging her away from the servants. “I don’t want that lad spoiled by your lackadaisical ways, d’you hear? Nanny follows my orders and has him trained.”

“He is not a puppy, Robert, and as his mother I think I know best what...”

It was like watching a dainty kitten bristle unwisely up to an ugly and ferocious bulldog which looked as though, shown any more defiance, it would simply tear her to pieces. The gamekeeper thought he had never seen anything quite so brave as Amy Blenkinsopp as she faced up to her husband in those first few moments of her homecoming. God only knew why she had left home so soon after the birth of her child, or why she had remained away all these months. What mother abandons her child, especially to a brute like Sir Robert Blenkinsopp, but having worked for the baronet these past six months he thought he could guess. He himself had had just about enough of the man and was seriously thinking of looking for another post. Good God, the man was an oppressive tyrant, a lecher, a debaucher of women and it was a well-known fact hereabouts that Mrs Armitage had great difficulty in finding and keeping female servants. He had a violent temper and was prone to murderous rages and what this poor little thing was about to suffer didn’t bear thinking about.

“Madam, if I hear one more word from you on the subject of my son I shall deny you access to him completely. He has managed well enough without you these past six months and will continue to do so. Now, if you would come inside...”

“Robert, I think you should know that I have no intention of giving up my son again.” She seemed totally unshaken by her husband’s threats and those who watched wanted to put out a hand and draw her carefully away from him, for did she not know what danger she was putting herself in? They remembered well how it had been when she first came as a bride to this house, looking as exquisite as she did now but so terrified she seemed to freeze wherever anyone placed her, afraid of him, of course, and of them all, poor little thing. Within a month he had her trodden underfoot like a broken violet.

“If you say one more word, lady, I shall be forced to take steps to restrain you. Perhaps lock you in your room until you have come to your senses. Now come inside and allow the servants to resume their duties. You will want to bathe after your journey and to change for dinner, I’m sure. Come, take my arm and allow me to escort you.”

“Robert...”

“Not another word, my dear.” He took her arm with a savagery that nearly lifted her from her feet and the man who watched almost broke his cover, filled with an overwhelming desire to knock his master to the ground, to take his master’s wife gently from his grasp, to protect her as any right-minded man would protect a defenceless female from a brute, but how in hell’s name could he do that? She was the wife of Sir Robert Blenkinsopp who had a perfect right to treat her as he pleased. She had no rights under the law. She was the property of Sir Robert, as his horses and dogs were his property and should any man interfere with that right he could be prosecuted under the law.

This time she went with him, since it was obvious to them all that with his hand gripping her arm like a steel claw she had no choice.

“Thank you, Holmes,” Sir Robert barked over his shoulder to the butler. “Dismiss the servants and send them back to their duties.”

“Very good, Sir Robert.”

The man in the strip of woodland stood for ten minutes after all signs of Lady Blenkinsopp’s “welcome home” had been cleared away. The steps were deserted except for a housemaid who came out presently and began to sweep them vigorously as though to remove all signs of the reception. He watched her for a moment, wondering at the drag of his heart, wondering at the wretchedness he felt; then, as though the incident had made up his mind, since he knew he could not remain here and watch the destruction of the lovely woman who had just arrived home, turned in the direction of his own small cottage, determined to see Sir Robert in the morning and hand in his resignation. By then – dear sweet Jesus, the images in his mind plagued him – she would have suffered the attentions of her husband in their marriage bed and really, he could not bear to stay and see the results of them.

But it seemed Lady Blenkinsopp was not the same person who had fled from her brutal husband six months ago and the moment she was alone in the bedroom she was, that night, to share with him, she left it and calmly walked up the uncarpeted stairs to the nursery floor, bursting in on the astounded Nanny Briggs who was just about to bathe Master Robert, and sweeping him into her arms. Even he was astounded!

“Thank you, Nanny, I will take over,” Lady Blenkinsopp was reported to have said. “You may go down to the kitchens for a cup of tea, or whatever you care to do. I presume one of the maids will bring up Robby’s tea. Now, have you an apron I could borrow?”

For two or three moments Nanny Briggs was struck dumb. Robby for God’s sake, and how would Sir Robert like that? What was the world coming to when a slip of a thing like Lady Benkinsopp could override the orders of her husband, the baronet, a man who was known to like his own way and who could be nasty when thwarted. As indeed could Nanny Briggs. Her face hardened into stone, her mouth a thin line of fury. She was a woman of forty years or so, who had reared many children of the gentry and even the peerage and she, who had been given full rein in that rearing, was not about to allow this dainty little creature to defy not only her husband, but herself.

“Please, Lady Blenkinsopp, let me have the child.” Her voice was tart, like that of Nanny chiding a naughty and disobedient child, but Lady Blenkinsopp seemed unaware of the danger she courted. She had calmly reached for the bell to summon whoever it was in the kitchen who saw to the needs of the nursery. She turned to the window, which was heavily barred, and, doing her best to peer between the bars, began to point out to the wide-eyed baby the swallows which dipped in a cloud over the roof, a placidly moving herd of cows in the far meadow, and a man who she presumed to be a gardener walking across the lawn carrying a garden fork. The baby was too intrigued by her smiling face, the movement of her lips even to turn his head to look where she pointed.

“M’lady, I really do think it would be best if you handed Master Robert to me. He has his own routine, as I have, and will be upset if it is disrupted.”

“You mean you will, don’t you, Nanny?”

It was at this moment that there was a knock on the door, which opened at once, interrupting what promised to be a fight to the death if the look on Nanny Briggs’s face was anything to go by. An immaculately dressed maidservant entered, a young woman who was plain and serviceable but had a kind face in which bright blue eyes shone. The sort of young woman who would be of no interest to the lusts of Sir Robert Blenkinsopp.

She was plainly bewildered, having just seen her ladyship marched up the stairs and into her bedroom by Sir Robert and where, one supposed, she was bathing and changing for dinner as commanded. He had not stayed to see this, as they had all expected, shivering with disgust at the thought of it, poor little lady, but had returned to the drawing-room where he was drinking a great quantity of brandy as was his custom.

She bobbed a curtsey. She was not sure whether to address herself to Nanny, who was the ruler up here, or to her mistress who, though she was the wife of the master, was not.

“Aah, there you are,” Lady Blenkinsopp was reported to have said pleasantly. “May I know your name?”

“Tansy, m’lady.” Tansy’s eyes became an even brighter blue and she could hardly wait to get back to the kitchen to inform them of this latest lunacy on the part of their mistress. You could tell by Nanny’s face that some sort of argument was taking place. The boy was held in his mother’s arms, bemused but ready to chuckle as she kissed him and smiled into his face, and Nanny Briggs glared at the pair of them as though she would dearly love to snatch her charge back and order his mother from the room.

“Very well, Tansy, I am about to bathe Robby and then, perhaps in half an hour, would you bring up whatever it is he has for his tea.”

“I can do that, m’lady,” Nanny said through clenched teeth. “At this time of day he has bread and milk and I have a pan in which the milk is heated over the fire. So if you would hand him back...”

“No, Nanny, I will not hand him back. You make him sound like some parcel that has been delivered to the wrong address. I will keep Tansy here in case I should need anything but I would be glad if you would leave us alone for now.”

“Sir Robert will not be pleased, your ladyship. I cannot imagine he––”

“That is between my husband and myself, Nanny, and certainly nothing to do with you.”

As Tansy told it later to the open-mouthed circle of servants in the kitchen, if looks could kill Lady Blenkinsopp would have been lying dead at her feet but the nurse left the room quietly enough and they both knew where she was off to.

“An’ what happened then, Tansy?” the scullery-maid wanted to know and though Mrs Armitage was aware she should send them all about their business, since gossip was frowned upon, she herself hung on Tansy’s words.

“Well, he come stormin’ up like a devil from hell with her behind him an’ honest to God, if I could have jumped out the window I would have done but she just went on bathing the boy, kneeling there on’t floor, laughing and tickling bairn and Master Robert laughing back which I’ve never seen him do with her.

“‘What the hell’s the meaning o’ this, madam?’ master said, you know how he does, all snarling and slavering like a madman and with Nanny behind him all smiles, but by God, didn’t her ladyship just go on playin’ with the little lad.”

“Holy Mary Mother O’ God,” breathed the scullery-maid, a devout Catholic. She even crossed herself. “What ’appened next?”

“Give that child to his nurse, if you please,” he roars at top of his voice an’ I swear he only just stopped himself from knocking her on her back and grabbing the bairn from the bath. Master Robert was screaming his head off and it was bloody pandemonium but she wasn’t ’aving it, no, not for all the tea in China. She wouldn’t give in, not her, an’ it wasn’t until Nanny grabbed bairn an’ he grabbed her ladyship an’ dragged her from the room... well, I tell you this, I wouldn’t like to be in her shoes when” – Tansy was seen to gulp and was almost in tears – “when he gets her alone in... well, upstairs.”

They all fell silent, even the menfolk, for though they would have liked to be in Sir Robert’s shoes, and no mistake, they were all aware of what he would inflict on that slender little woman who was his wife when he had her behind locked doors tonight.

There were many of the women servants who slept uneasily that night. It was quiet on the upstairs floor where Sir Robert and Lady Blenkinsopp shared a room. There were no screams nor cries of horror, no shrieks for help or roars of thunderous rage, and in his cottage on the far side of the wood the gamekeeper drank a full bottle of his master’s whisky in an attempt to shut out the images in which Sir Robert abused his wife in the house on the far side of the trees. It did no good.

He must have slept, for the hammering on his door brought him to a shuddering jolt from his old armchair where he had spent the night.

“You’ve to come quick, Duffy,” a heavily breathing gardener’s boy told him, his face bright with excitement. “Master’s bin took badly. John-Henry’s gone fer’t doctor.”

“Took badly?” He scratched his tousled head, unable to assimilate this piece of astounding news after what his mind had conjured up throughout the night.

“Aye, found at foot o’ stairs this mornin’ by Maddy who screamed fit ter raise dead, or so they said.”

“Is... is he alive?”

“Oh aye, but he’s right poorly. Can’t move or owt an’ they need a ’and ter carry him upstairs.”

“Is... is her ladyship all right?”

“Oh aye, right as ninepence. Givin’ orders and calm as a cucumber though she did ’ave a black eye.”

“A black eye?”

“Aye, he give it ’er, so they say, when... well, when he took her inter their bedroom last night ter...”

The gamekeeper recoiled visibly and the boy stared, inclined to back away from him he looked so menacing, but after a word to the big dog the man banged his front door and began to run towards the house.
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Lady Blenkinsopp watched dispassionately as the man who was her husband was lifted on to a makeshift stretcher by a man she had never seen before, the two footmen and a groom, for it took four of them to lift him. His body was as lifeless and flaccid as a deflated balloon, but his eyes were alive in his contorted, lopsided face and they glared at her with a hatred, a malevolence which said that just let him get his strength back and by God she’d know about it. She’d regret what she’d done to him for the rest of her life which he’d make sure was the most wretched any woman had ever suffered. As soon as he was on his feet, his suffused eyes told her, she’d best look to herself, for no one else would.

His three daughters fluttered about like moths round a candle and Amy knew that if he had been able he would have told them to bugger off and leave him alone for all the use they were and it was true, for they were more hindrance than help, getting in the way of the men who carried the stretcher and uttering small shrieks of dismay. One of them, she thought it was Agnes, held a fat tabby in her arms, clutching it to her flat chest with thin, straining arms. All three sisters wore plain, no-nonsense house robes in a sensible shade of dark blue.

She could hardly walk upright she was so flayed by pain, though she let none of the servants see it. They could, however, not miss the state of her eye, which Robert had put his fist into last night when she had objected to being sodomised, but the rest of her poor aching and abused body was hidden beneath the modest folds of her high-necked velvet housegown, the one she had thrown on when they had come hammering at her door. She could feel the seed he had pumped into her and the blood from the wounds he had inflicted as he did it slither nastily down the inside of her thigh, but to look at her, apart from her battered face, which seemed to tell the whole story, she might have spent the night in a deep and peaceful sleep. She had even brushed her hair which hung to her waist, thick and curling, like a living curtain of silk, in an attempt to calm herself, and the gamekeeper thought he had never seen a more beautiful or tragic creature. She reminded him of a doe he and his kind had once, long ago, cornered in a coppice. The doe had her fawn with her and though she knew instinctively she had no chance she had tried to defend the baby until some laughing, jeering member of the nobility, who did such things for sport, put a bullet in her.

“Take him to the room at the top of the stairs, Holmes,” she said quietly to the butler who was directing operations. “The bed is made up, I believe,” to the housekeeper, who nodded. The bed in every bedroom in the house was made up, for Mrs Armitage was a splendidly efficient woman who knew exactly how to run a house such as this where guests often turned up unexpectedly.

Sir Robert flashed his ferociously bloodshot eyes about the crowd of excited servants, glaring at his twittering daughters, and grunted something. Nothing any of them could understand. Saliva ran from the corner of his mouth which twisted grotesquely as he did his best to speak but Lady Blenkinsopp seemed not to notice. She drew her skirt to one side as the men struggled past her with the supine form of her husband, who was sprawled on a hastily removed door from the gardener’s shed, then, as they heaved him up the stairs, she followed calmly, picking up her long skirt in order to negotiate the stairs with more ease. Only the gamekeeper as he glanced back at her saw the flicker of agony in her blue-grey eyes and the clenching of her hands in the folds of her velvet skirt. She had a sort of tranquil innocence about her, an air of serenity which sat at odds with what they all hazarded had been done to her last night.

The bedroom to which they took their master was a grand front bedroom, large, spacious with a somewhat faded magnificence about it, kept for only the most privileged of Sir Robert’s house guests. Sir Robert was enormously wealthy, but it was known he did not spend his money lavishly, especially on trifles such as renewing carpets and curtains which had been put there by his mother when she came to Newton Law as a bride.

A maid was already busy at the fire, another fiddling with the curtains and Mrs Armitage had drawn back the snow-white cotton sheets and the faded tapestried coverlet to allow the men to lay Sir Robert, still in his nightshirt, beneath them. You could see it in all their eyes, the wondering, the querying glances they exchanged, for what the devil had gone on last night while they all lay in their beds to bring their master to the state he was now in? How had he come to be lying paralysed at the foot of the stairs? What had happened in the bedroom he shared with his wife, apart from the obvious, that is, for that bruise was blooming a lovely plum colour about their mistress’s eye? What had he been doing out on the landing and how long had he been lying there at the foot of the stairs? Maddy, who was the under-parlour-maid and had been on her way to clear the grates and light the downstairs fires, left her bed at six and apart from a quick cup of tea provided by Ruth, a kitchen-maid, had gone straight to her work. She’d dropped her housemaid’s box with a clatter and her brushes and polishes were still scattered all over the hall floor. She’d never get over the shock, she’d tearfully told Elspeth, who was also a kitchen-maid. Sir Robert lying there with his nightshirt up around his waist showing all his... well, Elspeth would know what she meant, and honestly she hadn’t known whether to cover him decently or leave him where he was and run screaming for the kitchen. She had chosen the latter and it had been Mr Holmes who had drawn down his master’s nightshirt.

Amy watched the flurry of activity around the bed with the detached air of a bystander, holding herself with her head high, her face expressionless, and the gamekeeper, who it was thought had handled his master somewhat roughly, watched her carefully without appearing to do so. He had moved away from the bed, then walked to the window and, glancing out into the garden, announced that the doctor was here.

“Is there anything else we can do for you, m’lady?” he added, moving to stand beside her, his attitude protective though none of them recognised it.

“No, I think not, thank you... er...”

“Duffy, m’lady. Would you like someone to stay with you while the doctor is here? Just in case Sir Robert needs turning or...”

Amy looked directly into the intense face of the man who had spoken to her and even in the fog of confusion which seemed to have drifted round her ever since Robert had fallen down the stairs, recognised the long-vowelled, cultured tone and pronunciation of the privileged classes in his voice. Had she seen him before? She thought not. Who was he? She knew most of the servants, for they had been here when she came as a bride but this one was a stranger. Was he a servant? He didn’t sound like one. He was tall, lean with a pleasant face and his eyes seemed to be saying something to her. What? She didn’t know and at this precise moment was too weary, too injured to care.

“You are... ?”

“Gamekeeper, m’lady.” But by then the doctor had entered the room, led by the self-important and imposing figure of the butler who frowned when he saw that the gamekeeper was still here and, what’s more, was engaging her ladyship in conversation.

“That will be all, Duffy,” he said stiffly. “Get back to your duties.”

It took Doctor Parsons an hour to pronounce on Sir Robert’s health, or lack of it. A stroke, which would account for his tumble down the stairs and his two broken legs. He was paralysed on one side of his body and the other side was not sufficient to support him, and his speech was affected. Now Lady Blenkinsopp was to try not to worry. Though he could not say conclusively that Sir Robert would be as he was now for the rest of his days, these things had rarely been known to improve. But as long as he had plenty of help, nurses and so on, Sir Robert could be made very comfortable. Perhaps eventually sit in his chair by the window...

He went on in this vein for several minutes until he realised that Lady Blenkinsopp was barely listening. He was too discreet to ask what Sir Robert was doing wandering about at the head of the stairs in the middle of the night, for Newton Law was not one of those modern houses that had had installed one of the miraculous and up-to-date bathrooms. He was to be kept warm and fed light foods and of course, there was no need for him to tell them, he was not to be moved yet. His legs had been set with a great deal of groaning on the part of Sir Robert, and he, the doctor, would send over a nurse who would see to all Sir Robert’s needs. Though he did not say so they were not the sort of needs a lady of delicate breeding should be bothered with nor would be expected to undertake.

He took her hand most kindly, feeling the tremble in them and, recognising the signs of acute shock, led her to a chair in the corner of the room where they could not be overheard by the patient, pulling up another he sat down next to her.

“This is going to be a long job, m’lady, and will need all your strength. Your husband has had a stroke and a bad fall. I did warn him some time ago. Now, is there anything I can do? A man to help the nurse, perhaps. There are such people trained to... and Sir Robert is a big man.”

“Thank you, Doctor, you are most kind.”

“Not at all. Now may I suggest you let your maid get you into a bath and then to bed. There is nothing for you to do here. One of the menservants can sit with Sir Robert until I return with the nurse and when I do I shall tell them not to disturb you.” Like all males he was particularly affected by the almost ethereal loveliness, the untouched, virginal fragility of Lady Blenkinsopp and yet who, from the rumours that abounded in a community such as this one, must have known, now and in the past, more of sexual abuse than many a whore. Faced with her soft, almost childish beauty, her vulnerability, he felt a great need to give her the strong, male protection she so obviously needed, and him over fifty and reckoned to be long past such things!

He sighed at the sadness of it. “And that eye of yours needs attending to,” he went on gently. “A fall, you say...” though it was obvious he didn’t believe her. “Have you a lotion?”

“No, but...”

“I have something in my bag. Now, let me send for your maid.”

For the simple reason that she could remember no name among the household servants except that of the maid who had come to the nursery the day before, Tansy was sent for.

It caused consternation in the kitchen, for Tansy was a chambermaid with no experience in the “maiding” of ladies.

“But what does she want her for, Mr Holmes?” Mrs Armitage wanted to know indignantly. Tansy Moore, plain and wholesome Tansy, had worked at Newton Law for eight years ever since she had come as a girl of twelve from the village of Thropton where her father was blacksmith. As would be expected from his trade he was a big man and had bred big children and Tansy was strong, tall and a good, hard worker. In fact one of Mrs Armitage’s best and she was not sure she liked the idea of her being whisked off by her ladyship with the intention, or so it seemed, of caring for the delicate little woman who was their mistress. Mind you, from all accounts she’d stood up to Sir Robert in the nursery and, by the look of her, in their bedroom last night, which had earned her the black eye she sported this morning.

“Don’t ask me, Mrs Armitage, but she’s been asked for by name. Now get yourself up there, girl, and look sharp,” he said to the slack-jawed chambermaid. “I was told to send you up and she wants a bath so you, Tilly, Elspeth and Ruth, take up the hot water––”

“I’d best see to the towels,” Mrs Armitage interrupted him, for she was as eager as the other servants to get a good look at the state of her mistress, who had just spent the night in the clutches of a man who was considered by many to be the cruellest man in the county, but Mr Holmes put up a stern hand.

“It’s Tansy only, Mrs Armitage. She said so.”

“Well, I can’t imagine why she picked––”

“It is not for us to question our betters, Mrs Armitage, so if you would arrange it immediately.”

“Of course, Mr Holmes.”

The bath was placed before the enormous fire that blazed in her ladyship’s grate and filled with successive buckets of hot and cold water until Tansy deemed it just right for her mistress to climb into. Her mistress sat to the side of the fireplace, dazed and listless, not quite aware of what was happening around her, and it was not until the other maids had gone and Tansy awkwardly indicated that the bath was ready that her mistress came out of her trance.

She stood up, so small and frail she barely came up to Tansy’s strapping shoulder, and so obviously hurting Tansy wondered why she had not noticed it before. She looked up at Tansy with one eye, for the other was rapidly closing.

“I can manage now, Tansy, if you would just leave the towels handy.”

“Eeh, I don’t think so, m’lady. You look all in and is it any wonder,” then could have bitten her tongue, for might not Lady Blenkinsopp think she meant what had been done to her in Sir Robert’s bed last night? She blushed a painful scarlet, since she herself was still a virgin, though Alfred, one of the grooms, was doing his best to change that state.

“See, won’t you take off your night things and let me give you a hand into the bath. I’ve put in some of them scented bath salts that were on your dressing-table and the water’s just right. See, let me help you.” Her heart bled for this poor woman who, by the look of her, had spent a night in hell. There wasn’t a female in the house who hadn’t thought about her last night when that bloody husband of hers had dragged her into this very room and locked the door behind them.

Amy lifted her head and looked up into the kind, rosy face of the maidservant who had come up to the nursery yesterday and had witnessed her own shaming treatment at Robert’s hands. Apart from that she could not say she remembered her from last year but she supposed she must have seen her about the house. The trouble was last year had gone by in a haze of pain and terror and only one face stood clear in her memory.

“Tansy...”

“Yes, m’lady?” Tansy smiled encouragingly.

“May I ask you something?”

“Of course, m’lady.”

“I need someone... someone to help me. I fear I am... injured and cannot... manage on my own.”

“That’s what I’m here for, m’lady. Now, take off your robe and...”

“Have I your promise that... that you will not speak of what you see to anyone... when I am unclothed, I mean.”

“M’lady?” Tansy was clearly puzzled.

“Your promise if you please, or I must ask you to leave.”

She was so polite, so gracious, just as though she and Tansy were of the same class. Well, perhaps not quite like that but she had a sweetness about her, a calmness of manner, a pleasing way of addressing her servants which Tansy knew was the mark of a true lady. She did not speak down to them, or treat them like the inferior beings some of the gentry considered them to be, just as though they had been put on this earth for the sole purpose of waiting on them. It had been remarked on last year when the poor little soul had been buffeted from here to there and back again by her husband. But for all that, she seemed now to have a core of strength in her that was lacking last year so perhaps, with their master confined to his bed for a while, she might show them all a thing or two. Tansy did hope so!

“Of course, m’lady,” she replied. “I’m not overfond of gossip meself. Me ma used to say ‘least said soonest mended’ but see, let me undo those buttons and then...”

Slowly the maid unpeeled the velvet house robe from her mistress’s body which was naked beneath it. It took her a while, since where her ladyship had bled the material had stuck in the wounds. Teeth marks, Tansy would have said, and scratches so deep it looked as though she had been attacked by a wolf. While her mistress stood unmoved, Tansy wept, her face awash with compassionate tears, her hands doing their best to be gentle and all the time she kept repeating, “Oh, my bonny lass... Oh, my bonny lass.” Surely, her simple soul kept saying to her, no human could have done this, no man that walked on two legs, and all the time Lady Blenkinsopp merely stood and turned when she was told, then was almost lifted by the distraught maid into the soft, warm water of the bath. Tansy sponged her abused body, her eyes seeing but not believing the trickle of blood that still dribbled from between her ladyship’s legs, gently crooning to her as one might a cruelly treated child. She even washed her hair, some part of her woman’s mind knowing that her mistress would want every part of her cleansed of the beast who had laid his evil hands on her.

When her mistress was in her clean nightgown and seated in the chair before the fire, Tansy rang the bell. A flush-faced Dulcie, who was a chambermaid and had fought with Maddy for the privilege, came knocking on the door. Tansy told her to strip the bed and make it up with clean bedding, remove the bath and towels and her ladyship would like a pot of tea and perhaps a sliver or two of hot toast and butter. While Tansy was issuing her orders her ladyship had seemed to drowse by the fire, content, it seemed, to leave it all to Tansy who, Dulcie reported, had it all in hand and looked as though she’d been at it all her life! There was not one of them who would not have liked the job of looking after Lady Blenkinsopp but really, if you could have seen that Tansy, there was no question that the right one had been chosen.

She drank her tea and even ate the toast, and when Tansy put her in the bed and seemed ready to kiss her goodnight as she might an exhausted child, she fell at once into a deep and trouble-free sleep. Tansy would stay with her, she had said, and there was nothing to fear now. As Amy’s eyes closed, imprinted on her eyelids came the face of a man, a compassionate face with silvery grey eyes. She wondered who he was.

She slept for twenty-four hours and the first smiling face she saw was Tansy’s.

“There you are, m’lady,” she said, just as though Amy had been off on some junket during the night. “How are you feeling today? You certainly slept well.”

“I certainly did, Tansy.” She stretched and yawned and then winced as the movement snatched at every bite and bruise on her body. She noticed that Tansy winced in sympathy. She knew she would have to rest for a few days until she was healed but the ordeal she had gone through at Robert’s hands didn’t seem to have done any permanent damage. The ordeal! Sweet God, what a word to describe what he had done to her in their bed. What a word to describe the degrading acts he had subjected her to and which she must learn to think of dispassionately – if she thought of them at all – since she had expected it. She had been armoured against it by her own resolve to make this life of hers how she chose it to be. On her way back to Newton Law she had gathered the strength she had built up within herself over the past six months and it had protected her through the evil of Sir Robert Blenkinsopp’s treatment of her. She knew he had been humiliated by her defiance of him in front of the servants and it was perhaps this that had made him so vilely cruel, but the little fortress she had erected inside her, brick by slow brick, had kept her innermost soul, the part where her husband could not reach, safe and well and ready to go on. She must not dwell on the services he had forced her to perform for his mad, perverted pleasure but look on them as the price she had to pay – and only once – to win herself a decent life. It was over now. Finished. As he was and from now on she would be mistress of Newton Law and there was nothing Robert could do to stop her, or so the doctor implied, from bringing up her son, his son in any way she wanted. To live the gracious life she envisaged for herself and her child. She had stood at the top of the stairs looking down at him sprawled at the bottom with his nightshirt obscenely up about his waist and it had evoked nothing in her but relief. She had been ready to cower but instead she had watched him fall, then as he lay like an insect pinned to a sheet of mounting paper she had simply walked away back to their room, got into bed and waited. She had been numb, mindless, senseless, but on this bright new day she was no longer any of these things. She was Lady Blenkinsopp whose husband had had a tragic accident. She had a child she meant to love and a house she meant to turn into a proper home for that child and for herself, and she meant to start today.

“Are you hungry, m’lady?” Tansy was saying, hanging over the bed in a way Mrs Armitage would have deplored.

“I am that, Tansy. Order me some more toast, will you, but first I would be glad if you would go up to the nursery and ask Nanny to bring my son to me.”

Tansy pulled a face, for as yet she had not learned the refinements of being a lady’s maid. She had rarely come into contact with the “front” of the house, since her duties as chambermaid were performed when Sir Robert and his guests were at breakfast, and she showed her feelings readily, but Amy did not mind. It was refreshing to be waited on by someone who was not only kind and strong and loyal, which it seemed Tansy would be, but someone who spoke up naturally, though not rudely, of course, and said what she thought.

“She’ll not like that, m’lady.”

“Should that concern me, Tansy?” her ladyship asked somewhat haughtily, then she relented and smiled impishly. “And you’re right, she won’t like it but I think I might enjoy... annoying her! Then, after I have played with my son I must go and see my husband.”

Tansy pulled another face. “Doctor’s been a few times and said not to disturb you, and that there nurse is in charge now. And there’s a big brute of a fellow who’s to see to Sir Robert’s lifting and such and’ll sleep in the little dressing-room off. Mind you, that there nurse is a bonny big lass with muscles on her like a prizefighter. She’d need to be, wouldn’t she, the job she’s got. Now then, m’lady, what are you to wear? I’ve had a root through your wardrobe and found this here garment,” holding up a rich woollen robe of lavender blue. “That... that other thing” – meaning the velvet bedrobe – “well, I chucked it into’t fire in laundry. I didn’t want them lot downstairs getting a look at it.”

“Thank you, Tansy. I don’t know what I would have done without you. I hope you will consider being my... my personal maid. But we’ll talk about that when you’ve brought Robby to see me. He and I have a lot of catching up to do. I might even take him to visit his father. Let him see how well his son and I are getting on. Do you know if a perambulator was ordered after... after I left in December? I want to get him out into the sunshine and...”

She stopped for breath. Her eye had totally closed up during the night, the lid a deep purple swelling, but the undamaged eye shone a clear blue grey, almost silver in her battered face and Tansy marvelled, for it was obvious that, with the master bedfast changes were to be made at Newton Law, and for the better, it seemed!
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