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Wiltshire, 1841

When James first laid eyes on him, the boy was standing in mortified silence, tiny in relation to the raucous little crowd of boys that danced around him. He’d just been transferred to Appleton School, James was told, and he was being punished with taunts.

“He kicked when he ought to have said, ‘Hail fellow well met!’” a peacock-haired student in ill-fitting clothes said.

“Kicked?” James echoed. “What, that emaciated little thing?”

“He surprised us, too.”

James looked at his slovenly companion. “Did he? I’d imagine that he was provoked. I can see you bullying him about, Butler.”

The other boy shrugged. “Someone said something about his clothes, I think.” Butler paused and considered, his brows wrinkling. “Or was it about his mother?”

“Fools.”

“It was meant as a joke!”

James snorted his derision and watched the pale, sandy-haired boy as he endured the laughter and the taunts of his schoolfellows. His eyes were fixed on the ground, his hands wrung his soiled cap, and his mouth was pinched into a tight line. He appeared to be a penniless student, his clothes looking faded and frayed. James wondered if he’d managed to enter the school on the basis of pure scholarship and nothing more. He’d heard about such things where universities were concerned, and perhaps a smaller, humbler establishment like Appleton School, tucked away in a more obscure corner of Wiltshire, was just as forgiving of promising scholars as it was gladly welcoming of moneyed ones.

“What’s his name?” James asked just as the boy was nearly knocked off his feet from a hard shove given by a student a good head taller than he.

“Courtney, I think.”

“I don’t see him surviving.”

The luckless Courtney was given another hard shove from a different boy that sent him sprawling. The group of students surrounding him exploded in a chorus of huzzahs before scampering away.

Harry Butler and James exchanged knowing glances.

“I think you’re right,” Harry said. Together they watched Courtney pick himself up from the ground and look around for signs of his oppressors. He was now filthy, certainly not at all fit to appear before his schoolmaster, who’d likely subject him to more punishment for his negligence.

James doubted if he had anything else suitable. Courtney, seeing himself finally released, retrieved his battered cap then scampered off in another direction and vanished around the corner.

“Pity,” James sighed, shaking his head in vague sympathy before turning away to amble off, whistling at the sun.

A new schoolmate. Yet another miserable, unsuspecting soul about to be put on the rack at Appleton School, where spirits were methodically and systematically broken, where young minds were conditioned to mediocrity, where emotional growth was destined to be stunted. No one would have expected these horrors to take place in such a tiny patch of land as Brokenborough, but James had always been convinced establishments that were hidden in less-frequented corners of the world were more likely to indulge in all sorts of horrific acts.

The school was really a converted old rectory in Brokenborough, made so by its last owner, John Appleton.

Handsome and stately, its gray stone walls boasted a rich heritage and its interiors and plain grounds lovingly tended by the Head (whom Appleton himself handpicked when the latter was forced to retire due to bad health), his wife, and a few servants. With a tiny roster of assistant masters boasting degrees from Oxford and Cambridge, it offered boys a respectable education free of the more lurid trappings of its urbane and more prestigious counterparts. It was an honored establishment. Its reputation remained spotless for several years.

James Ellsworth remained unimpressed, however. He longed for home, his parents’ indulgence, and his freedom.

Malmesbury was only two miles away, yet he was trapped elsewhere as though home were an impossible distance for him to cover on foot, let alone by coach or horseback.

His father had wished it, thinking it a good way to develop the boy’s spirit and independence. He treated the separation between them as though his son were, indeed, in an establishment near the northern English borders. 

In spite of his academic progress, James was bored out of his wits. He was forever looking out for something with which to engage his mind—something, at least, that fell far outside the bleak realm of scholarly pursuits. The new boy, with his shabby clothes, his gloomy shyness, and his underfed state, offered James more promising prospects.

“I hope to be impressed,” he said as he inhaled the welcome scent of the well-tended grounds, which he’d always associated with renewal.

At the age of twelve, James already knew his worth.

Time and again he’d proven himself to be a great deal too clever for the curriculum. He’d spouted off endless lines of facts, philosophies, and written art. He’d asserted his dominance by virtue of his family connections and the all-too-obvious power they had over the school and its humbler inhabitants.

Appleton School had simply grown too dull now, and James was forced to turn to his peers for his amusement.

Daniel Courtney wasn’t assigned to be his roommate at first. James, however, managed to convince Mr. Sexton the wisdom of placing the boy in the same room with him and Harry Butler, given Courtney’s reputation as a brutish kicker. James’ third roommate had left Wiltshire in the previous year, and the spare bed had remained unused ever since. He’d do a more proper job keeping the newcomer in line, given his reputation as a model student, which would be a more effective influence than antagonism and threats leveled at the miscreant.

The living arrangements pleased James, for it allowed him the leisure of observing the boy’s behavior and gauging his mental acuity. In the end, James believed Courtney to be somewhat weak. All it took was a bit of condescending attention for James to win what he now considered to be the most loyal, unrelentingly idolatrous affection he’d ever received from anyone. To think that Daniel was only a year younger than he.

“You needn’t be worried about anyone here. They’re all really harmless—a bit stupid sometimes, but harmless all in all. But if they continue to give you too much trouble, just tell me, and I’ll whip them,” James whispered in the dark on the night of Daniel’s second day in school.

He lay on his side, observing Daniel’s figure, which the moonlight that filtered through a nearby window faintly outlined. The entire school had long fallen silent. Across the room, Harry Butler quietly snored, completely immune to the whispered exchanges between his roommates.

“Some of them are quite big,” Daniel whispered back. “I think they’ll hurt you before you hurt them.”

“I’ve beaten Jemmy Pritchard before.” The boy in question was two years older than James and nearly a foot taller—a bumbling sort of giant. He was easy to beat.

“Have you?”

“Truly.”

“Alone?”

“No help whatsoever.”

Daniel fell silent. James smiled in the dark, assured of the respect he’d just won. “Thank you,” Daniel finally said, his voice nearly breathless, before drifting off.

In the hallways, in the classrooms, and especially in the school grounds, Daniel shadowed James—a small, thin, pale thing practically worshipping the ground on which his protector walked.

“Your timidity tempts me, Courtney,” James laughed. “Have a care. Or I’ll have you capering about on my orders, and you wouldn’t even be the wiser.”

Daniel looked at him in his usual bewildered and simple way. “It wouldn’t be much trouble for me to follow your orders.”

James laughed some more and slapped his friend’s back. His gaze fell on the ground, absently taking note of the trampled grass and the confused marks of schoolboys’ shoes in the dirt.

“I say, Courtney, these holes in the ground wouldn’t be so distinct had you kept your spirits up. You cry too much, you know, and that’s what becomes of your tears. They soak the earth and ruin its form.”

“What’s that?”

“Don’t you remember? This was where you stood that day you came to this school, and everyone was pushing you about and making a grand show of things.”

Daniel’s brow furrowed as he stared at the ground. “Oh.”

“You cried like a baby that day.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“All right, you didn’t, but you wanted to, and don’t deny it. I saw the way you looked, your face terribly red and pinched. I daresay if one more person gave you a bit of a poke on the shoulder that day, you’d have flooded the school.”

Daniel looked mortified.

“You need a little more of my pluck,” James added. “Don’t put up with anyone’s rubbish. You know that I never would.”

He never thought that Daniel would actually take those words to heart. Day after day following that, James would bear witness to his roommate’s valiant attempts at self-control, especially during those torturous moments of reciting his lessons. Though a bright boy, Daniel was at a clear disadvantage by way of his mental and emotional preparation and was hopelessly nervous in class. He stumbled in his lessons more than he succeeded in them.

All marks of a promising young mind, dulled by the sound of a master’s cane whistling through the air and terminating its descent with a sharp crack against Daniel’s palms.

James was impressed with Daniel’s self-possession. The younger boy would tremble before the frustrated master. His eyes would redden, but he would hold his tongue and fight back the tears, his words halting as he pushed forward with his lessons with grim determination.

James couldn’t help but feel a surge of satisfaction at his own influence. The sheer power he held in Daniel’s eyes was a most welcome diversion for him. So intoxicatingly gratifying was his situation, in fact, that he was often tempted to dole out some of the most inane orders just to impress to himself further how deeply his influence ran in his young friend. Story time after the candles had been guttered stretched well into the early morning hours sometimes. Daniel often woke up tired and dizzy the following day as he lacked sleep, but James took care to reward his roommate with smuggled victuals and, above all, attention.

I’ve a new friend, he wrote in his next letter home. He’s like a pet the way he follows me around and obliges me, and all it takes is a good rub around the ears for his tail to wag in that delightful way it does.

He sounds like a pretty little toy. I’d like to have a friend like that, too, Isabella wrote back, her childish scrawl barely readable.

It was a custom for his sisters to include brief notes in his parents’ posts to him. The envelope often looked impossibly stuffed, but a private messenger certainly alleviated the less-than-refined state of those letters from home. The school, located at a reasonable distance, allowed the family to dispatch a private carrier at their leisure. He once asked to be allowed the same privilege of a private carrier when sending his letters out, but his father flatly refused. It helped curb James’ communication and forced him to write once a month and not once a week as he wished, given the expense and the trouble in posting.

“The fellow who takes our letters is a surly old brute who takes too much delight in mocking me for a dandy!” he once complained.

It doesn’t surprise me at all, James Ellsworth, that you’d stoop to such measures, reducing perfectly normal human beings into your playthings, Katherine said in her letter. I hope the boy comes to his senses soon enough and deals you as hard a kick as the one he dealt your odious schoolfellows. 

My dear James, his mother said in hers, do behave yourself in school. Heaven knows what this new boy brings with him to such a perfectly respectable establishment, with his rough clothes and stumbling speech. Bad manners are infectious, and your friend sounds dreadfully temperamental.

A gentleman is always concise in his communication, his father said in his. Do be prudent and keep to a single sheet. It isn’t necessary to digress so.

For his part, Daniel was always keen on learning more about James and his family, the boy being orphaned and under the care of his only living relative.

“I don’t have sisters,” Daniel said as the two friends sat on the grass one afternoon, watching the hours pass.

Here and there students wandered the grounds, some lost in conversation, some playing, and some reading. “I’ve one brother, and that’s all.”

“Sisters aren’t dreadful, though I must say that they can be tiresome enough the way they fuss over the smallest things. Older sisters, especially, enjoy nagging their brothers. I’d like to have a brother.”

“Brothers can be a great help,” Daniel said with an enthusiastic nod, blue eyes sparkling. “George wants to see me better taught than he was, so he sent me here.”

James regarded his friend. “Does your brother know Mr. Sexton? Is that how you got in?”

“Our father did. They were good friends, from what I know, but that’s all I’m told. Mind you, I do just as well as anyone else in this school.”

“You do, yes. You started a bit badly, but I daresay you’ve got more promise than most people here. The masters have stopped hitting you.” He nodded at Daniel’s hands. They’d remained untouched for a while now.

“George thought I was ready. I’d have come sooner, but he didn’t think I was equal to the task, so I had to stay behind in Crudwell for a while longer.”

“He was right.”

“He taught me at home instead—that is, whenever he could. He largely works for Dr. Partridge at Ashton Keynes, writing things down for him as he’s going blind and is quite sickly. He’s a tutor, really, but he’s taken to being a secretary for now.”

James looked incredulous. “He’s a tutor? You should have stayed with him! I’d rather be taught at home than be kept like a prisoner here!”

“George is a brilliant tutor, though he always argues against it,” Daniel replied, no small pride in his voice.

“Is he now?” James mulled things over. “Perhaps he might wish to tutor me someday. I’ll have to ask my parents if I could study at home till I’m good and ready for university.”

“But don’t you think schools are better?”

“No. They’re dreadful. And you really shouldn’t harbor too much hope in them.”

Daniel colored and looked dismayed. “Oh.”

“But if you wish to make good your arrangements here, by all means. I won’t stop you.”

Daniel hesitated and looked away, frowning at the scene before them. Students who’d been playing had stopped, throwing themselves onto the grass to rest, and calm finally settled onto the school grounds. The sun had dipped a little. A faint haze formed and softened the distant landscape.

“Will you be leaving school, then?” he presently asked.

James shrugged then flicked a stray leaf off his shoulder. “Perhaps. The sooner, the better.” He sighed and met his friend’s rueful glance. “If you keep working on it, Courtney, you’ll surpass everyone someday.”

Daniel looked unconvinced. He stared at his hands. “Yes, but you won’t be here.”

“You don’t need me to succeed, you goose.” James watched his friend, waited for Daniel to offer more, but the other boy remained quiet for the rest of the day.

James often found himself alone in the grounds, searching the earth for that one distinctive gouge in the grass and dirt—old, familiar footprints, he thought, made on a certain day some weeks earlier by a wide-eyed newcomer—and feeling a surge of the most curious pain whenever he believed he found it. His hands tucked in his pockets, James would run the toe of his shoe along the edges of the mark. He wondered how it felt to go about one’s day, completely unaware of the world and its more pernicious influence on oneself. To feel wholly, purely unfettered to anything, regardless of others’ perceptions of him. He wondered, in brief, how Daniel could be so naïve.

“You’re such a blockhead, Courtney,” he murmured with a curl of his lip, though his heart weighed heavily.

The hours droned on, with James often veering off from the present to lose himself in thoughts of leaving school. He loved the glamour of being tutored, believed it to be a gentleman’s privilege to be segregated from the more unruly and unpredictable world of school.

* * * *
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BY THE TIME CHRISTMAS neared, James felt himself up to the task of engaging his parents in a quiet and intelligent discussion about the benefits of education beyond the school grounds. He felt more confident about his mother and harbored a few lingering doubts about his father.

His preparation, however, all came to nothing. Just two weeks before he was expected home for the holiday, a servant was sent for him, bearing the news of his father’s unexpected illness.

“He’s quite grave,” the man said, his voice hushed.

There was a shadow of fear and pity in his old, old eyes as he regarded his young master.

“How grave, Higgs?”

“Your mother wishes you to return immediately. I’m here to take you home.”

“Very well.”

James left his school that same day, vanishing within the hour. Bitterly cold rain had pummeled the countryside since the previous evening, setting everyone’s mood down a dour and pensive path all day. He was barely even aware of shrugging on his coat with Daniel’s help, while a few sympathetic schoolmates kept a solemn and respectable distance and watched him in silence.

“Will you be back?” Daniel whispered. James felt the weight of his friend’s question. Then something stirred in him, gnawed away at him, and impatience flared.

“There are more important things than you, Courtney,” he snapped as he buttoned his coat. “For heaven’s sake, just let me be.”

Daniel flinched, blushing, but his self-possession once again reasserted itself. “Goodbye then,” Daniel said as he stepped away, collected his books from his bed, and left the room.
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Chapter 2
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James was never a suspicious sort of boy, but his thirteenth year boded nothing but ill.

At Debenham Park, his father’s estate just outside Malmesbury, a singular presence tormented James. The gardener. A man who’d worked for the family for some time, but had only now found his way into the young heir’s awareness. He was a rustic, a man of rough beauty that was shaped by hours spent laboring outdoors, completely at the mercy of Nature. Brown and uncouth and exuding raw power, the gardener taunted James with fantasies that horrified him with the potency of the excitement they’d rouse in him. The man enjoyed a certain reputation as a Lothario, something that was perpetuated among the staff in half-outraged, half-impressed whispers. James himself had glimpsed a knowing blush or two among the maids.

Even his family wasn’t immune to his reputation, and Joshua Douse, the gardener, saw his position in danger more than twice. James had even managed to spy on a few half-whispered conversations between his parents while his sisters busied themselves with their books.

“The man’s good at what he does,” Mr. Ellsworth argued, earning himself a little smirk from his wife.

“Apparently so,” she replied. “And I don’t want him around the children.”

“Can you think of anyone whom we can trust? Douse has been with the family since he was a boy. His grandfather, for heaven’s sake, was tending the grounds for as long as I can remember. His father, you’ve seen, of course.”

“And I suppose the older Mr. Douse enjoyed a better reputation.”

Mr. Ellsworth laughed, his illness-ravaged features brightening.

“Mr. Douse, my dear Mrs. Ellsworth, is a loyal and hard-working fellow. I’ll speak with him, though, if it means settling your doubts, and perhaps you should confer with Mrs. Hutsby about the maids and their conduct. I certainly hope that she hasn’t lagged in her duties.”

“I doubt that very much, but I’ll speak with her as well.”

Mr. Ellsworth spoke with the gardener. It was one of the last things he did as the master of Debenham Park. Illness came and went, never truly left him long enough for him to recover. After another year spent wasting away before his family, he finally succumbed, and at fourteen, James found himself poised to be the new master of his father’s estate. It was a prospect that hovered along the fringes of reality to him, for the property was carefully entailed by his grandfather and remained more of a distant shadow than anything else. He understood that he, not his father, was the greater beneficiary of his grandfather’s will, but he never expected changes to be so sudden.

The transition was horrific in its dream-like quality.

James sat by his father’s bedside with a cold, bony hand held between his. It was all he could do to spend the time waiting for Death to sweep everything away in one monumental gesture of pitying kindness, ignoring his mother’s hushed weeping nearby. Isabella sat beside Katherine, pale and frightened. Her sister looked on in pained silence, her chin lifted. Nothing felt real during those agonizing moments. When his father took a final shuddering breath, sweeping a glance around the room before sinking back against his pillow, it took James several moments to absorb the reality of a foreign and more adult world that now stared him in the face. James Matthew Ellsworth was laid to rest with appropriate quiet dignity, the family grieved, and the world kept its respectful distance.

Nothing, however, changed James’ predicament.

James often caught himself staring out the window from the safety of his bedroom, watching Joshua Douse’s sun-bronzed figure move around the grounds just beneath him. He strained to catch sight of the muscled body impressing itself against sweat-drenched clothes, the disheveled, mouse-brown hair clinging to damp skin in little clumps, a scarred arm moving across the soiled forehead during a pause in the day’s labor. James couldn’t help but observe the wide shoulders, the narrow hips, the firm, rounded backside, feeling horrified and awestruck.

When certain unwanted stirrings in his body followed, he’d be on his knees by his bed, lost in incoherent prayer.

Relief never came in spite of his efforts. James sought salvation through his solitary experiments, his shaking hands tireless in finding just the right touch to trigger his release, all done in the cover of night and under blankets that suffocated him.

He forced himself to recall snatches of filthy conversations he’d had with his schoolfellows, mostly older boys who were in the midst of their own self-discoveries. What did one do? How would he do it?

Would he hurt himself? Make himself bleed? Catch a horrible, embarrassing disease?

* * * *
[image: ]


JAMES CONTINUED TO go to Appleton School, for it was his father’s wish. It proved to be a disaster in the end.

The world seemed to crumble around him on his sixteenth year.

He was in near-perpetual confinement with other boys his age, too many of whom captured his deepest fantasies, sending James scurrying away for safety. He threw himself before the image of anything remotely holy and prayed for deliverance from his personal hell. He shamelessly desired some and shyly yearned for others. To James, however, the varying severity of his loathsome needs meant little.

All in all, they still came from what he believed to be an illness. A despicable flaw in his character. A damning blot in his nature that was completely undeserved.

A couple of the older boys had boasted—and continued to boast—conquests involving serving-girls (as well as young servants in their families’ employ). They’d described, in lurid detail, how men and women did it.

Huddled in a little circle with his peers in the dead of night, James listened to their accounts in some reluctance, though he chuckled and slapped their shoulders in a show of boyish camaraderie. He thought them mad, and he admired them secretly.

James found himself resorting to these stories for his own desperate fantasies, faintly confused over the way a man would have his way with another man beyond mere touches. In time he understood there was only one way it could be achieved. He learned about it through an older student’s disgusted accounts of unnatural practices of which the French seemed to be very fond.

“It’s true!” the boy hissed, sweeping a wide-eyed gaze over the shocked circle of faces that surrounded him. “My brother’s been to Paris, and he says that those frog-eaters do it under everyone’s noses all the time!” Then he turned and spat, grimacing.

“They ought to be whipped,” another boy declared.

In the end, however, James didn’t see Parisians indulging in immorality. He saw himself instead, firmly held in the older and rougher hands of Debenham Park’s gardener.

* * * *
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DANIEL COURTNEY WAS still in school. To him, James turned for relief and distraction.

“Have you any new stories to tell?” James asked almost daily.

“I think I’ve told you everything I know. Are you restless again?”

“In a way, I am. It’s just...” James’ words faltered, and he shrugged as his gaze fell to the damp grass. The two boys were enjoying a lazy, relaxing afternoon outside in spite of the dreary scene the recent rains had left behind.

It was certainly far better than remaining within doors, stifled and restricted.

Daniel watched his friend with a curious little smile. “It’s just what?”

“Things aren’t the same, Courtney.”

“Oh.” Daniel turned his gaze elsewhere. “I’m sure you miss your father.”

“I do, but it isn’t that. Have you ever felt as though the world’s a thousand times bigger than you want it to be?”

“It is a thousand times bigger!” Daniel laughed, and James scowled at him.

“You know very well what I mean, you blockhead.”

“Yes and no, but I think I understand how you feel.”

Daniel coughed lightly and kicked a pebble out of the way.

James thought he could see a very faint flush blooming in his cheeks. “It’s like what Englund’s been talking about, isn’t it?”

James snorted. “Englund’s a lecher, and he knows it and doesn’t care who else does. He’s too happy and willing when he shares his adventures.”

“I really don’t see much difference in any of them. He has girls, and I suppose that’s that, isn’t it?”

“I think you’re right. Find yourself a girl, and that’s that.” James scratched the back of his neck and felt a slight headache coming on. “I miss your fireside stories, Courtney.”

“I can always ask my brother if he knows of any others.”

“No, don’t trouble yourself. It’s no use.” James meant every word.

At night, on occasion, he’d feel audacious enough to creep out of bed, settle himself next to Daniel’s, and gently rouse his friend.

“What’s the matter?” Daniel grumbled as he knuckled sleep from his eyes. “Nightmares again?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“You’re a bigger baby than I am, James Ellsworth.”

“I’ll compensate for the trouble, of course. Some cakes from the Widow Barnes—your favorite, naturally, which are, um...” James had forgotten what those favored cakes were.

“No, thank you. You stuff me with too many of those things, and I’ve fallen ill more than once over them.”

“Well, I need to pay you somehow.”

Daniel sighed as he turned on his side, resting his head on a bent arm. James couldn’t see Daniel’s face in the dark, but he could comfort himself with the usual faint outline of Daniel’s hair and neck in the half-obscured moonlight. He stared at the yellow strands, curious about their texture as they seemed to shimmer like fine silk.

“Did you wish to talk about girls?” Daniel whispered, terminating his question with a stifled yawn.

“No. Why would I?”

“You’ve been going on and on about them lately. Perhaps you simply need to get it out of yourself, as George always says, and talk, talk, talk.”

James grimaced as he pulled his knees up to his chest. “I don’t want to talk about girls,” he replied. “Have I been going on and on about them, really?”

“Yes, really.”

“And you aren’t sick of listening to me?”

“No. Well, sometimes, like right now, when we both ought to be sleeping, and we aren’t.” Daniel chuckled softly, and James smiled.

“I’m sorry, Courtney. Things have been difficult since Father died. I feel a bit older than I ought to be. Am I making any sense to you?”

“I think so. But I’m not rich, and I don’t inherit anything.”

“Never mind. Go back to sleep, fool.” James rested a hand on Daniel’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze.

“Thank you for staying up with me.”

“I don’t think I really had a choice.”

“Hullo,” Harry Butler’s sleepy, irritable voice cracked in the darkness. “If you can’t sleep, Ellsworth, I’ll be happy to knock your head against the wall and save you some grief.”

From that point on, with every face and figure that caught James’ fancy, he began to imagine all sorts of sordid things happening between him and his pretend lover. His mind struggled against the mesmerizing pull of these fantasies, his soul cried out for relief, and instinct continued to make its presence known with such fierce insistence. James collapsed under the strain, and he was immediately pulled out of school and kept at home.

His health was momentarily broken. It was enough for Mrs. Ellsworth to concede to his wishes and send for a tutor. The only regret James felt was not being with Daniel as before.

* * * *
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GEORGE COURTNEY WAS never shy in expressing his ambition to see his pupil rise far above his peers in accomplishment. Despite being paid for his trouble, he’d also developed a distinct fondness for his young charge and had taken to the boy as he would another brother.

To that end, he introduced James to several books outside their usual studies. George encouraged him to read and absorb, their regular rambles through the countryside always spent in long, quiet conversations regarding these extraneous lessons.

It was through these extra readings that James found his refuge, and there—as though patiently waiting for him to make the discovery on his own—were Plato and Phaedrus.

There it was, tucked away in faded and obscured dignity among countless other volumes from his family’s past. James had stumbled upon it while hunting for reading material at his tutor’s prodding. Though he was mystified by much of the text, James nonetheless managed to glean something significant, something apparently meant for no one but him.

Then it became as it was with Job. After years of torturous frustration and self-loathing, the endless fears over an unknown sin he’d committed (and for which he was now being punished), James finally sensed the long hoped-for relief descending on him. One word quietly pressed itself into his consciousness and gave him the elusive solution to his misery.

Temperance.

With that one word came what James believed to be spiritual healing and the careful, gradual ascent to a new level of understanding. He welcomed this new philosophy into his life, and he eventually turned himself around, the picture of classical perfection. His moral standards remained intact, yet he also had room for nature—refined, cultivated, ascetic. One that embodied the highest form of affection between those of the same sex, free of the degradation that could only come during physical contact.

He often tested himself by purposefully seeking out Joshua Douse at random.

“The rains haven’t been too much trouble for you, have they?” he asked, careful in the way his eyes raked over Joshua’s figure and ensuring that they rested on a nearby shrub immediately afterward.

“No, sir.”

“The last deluge we had was a bit extreme, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Is there anything here worth noting? Any, uh, plants that need replacing?”

“Not that I know, sir.”

James sighed. “Very good. Thank you.”

“Thank you, sir.”

James walked away, silently congratulating himself for not falling apart completely in Douse’s presence. He was pleased he’d developed enough self-control to avoid staring longingly at the man, let alone indulge in any adolescent fantasies of reaching out to touch a muscled and sweaty chest.

He owed much to his tutor and his philosophical books.

“I’m glad you’re here,” James said one afternoon, beaming at the man.

“Why, thank you, Master James,” George Courtney replied. “I’m glad to be here, too.”

Mrs. Ellsworth noticed the change in her son’s behavior and welcomed it, thanking the tutor in her turn.

Isabella complained that her governess was too strict, and Katherine smiled from where she stood, tall and silent by the window, looking out. James noted his sister often took her place there when he and his tutor wandered outside, nodding at them whenever they acknowledged her. Indeed, James had never seen Katherine, who’d always been a quiet, overly serious girl, smile so much.
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Chapter 3
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Wiltshire, 1847

George Courtney, on his second year with James, had deemed it more proper for his young charge to return to school for his final year. James had fully recovered from his unusual breakdown, and his spirits had returned to their usual high levels. He’d demonstrated a sharp mind and had impressed George throughout their months together. A better preparation for university was the next step, and his tutor said so.

“Master James, while I’m quite in love with my position here, I do believe that Mr. Sexton’s establishment provides the more proper environment for you.”

“Whatever for?”

“Why, in preparation for university, of course!”

“You can’t prepare me well enough? Do you mean to say that all this time cudgeling my brain with mad doses of Latin, Greek, arithmetic, science, and whatever on earth else there is—all this time had been for nothing?”

“Absolutely not. Dear me, sir! No, I only refer to the environment that a proper school can give you. Your energy and your quickness of mind require more room than what I can possibly offer you. You need to be with other lads—compete against them, work with them, bear the pressures of a mass lecture, less the more indulgent offerings of a tutor. Do you see?” It was a simplistic explanation, which irked James all the more.

“I don’t accept it. That’s absurd!”

“Is it? I don’t think it any more absurd than the two hundred lines of Aeneas you’ll be construing for me this afternoon.”

“Two hundred?” James echoed, stunned. “What! Two hundred lines from that tiresome windbag?”

“Ah. You’re right. Not enough for a young man of your talents. Make it five hundred lines you’ll construe. I’ve no doubt you can turn that loquacious Roman into someone infinitely more likable. I need them by tea tomorrow.” George flashed his red-faced pupil a broad, sparkling grin before sauntering off, an open book on botany held up before him.

A good deal of arguing between tutor and pupil took place afterward. Mr. Ellsworth’s spirit was invoked (which James thought a very unfair thing), but in the end, a concession was reached. James returned to Appleton as a day boy rather than a boarder. He eventually admitted the new arrangements were quite good for him.

There were a variety of activities throughout his days at least, and when he wasn’t enjoying George’s company in the afternoon and evening hours, he was in Daniel’s in the day. Though he regretted being unable to “groom” Daniel as completely as he’d first hoped, he was nonetheless pleased at seeing his friend develop a close bond with Harry Butler.

“Butler’s a good fellow,” James once told Daniel as the two lay on the grass one gloriously warm and lazy afternoon. “But I’d be careful in telling him too many secrets.”

“Why?”

“He’s a bit of a gossip.”

Daniel chuckled quietly. “Is he?”

“He’s worse than a girl.”

“Oh. I always wondered why Englund and his circle avoided him.”

“If people call him Noser, you also know why.”

Daniel gave him a sidelong glance, smiling wickedly. “And you? What do you call him?”

“Insufferable.”

* * * *
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KATHERINE TURNED TWENTY-four. It was James’ final year before he was expected to vanish within the borders of Oxford. The celebration was held at Debenham Park, and it was a small and quiet marking of the oldest daughter’s birthday.

“I want no one else but the family here. I don’t care to be fussed over,” she said in a tone that didn’t encourage further discussion.

Isabella was disappointed, for she’d been looking forward to her sister’s birthday as a bit of a peek inside the social world for which she was preparing herself. The youngest Ellsworth child, now fifteen, was being groomed for her own coming out in a couple of years’ time. James thought little of Katherine’s decisions at first, though eventually, he was forced to mull over things when Mrs. Ellsworth began to unburden herself to him, bit by bit, in her usual vague way. Left with nothing more than a scattered collection of clues and half-confessions, James was forced to piece things together on his own.

“London hasn’t been very kind,” she said one afternoon, when the two of them were alone in the drawing room.

“Is that why you and Kitty never stayed long?”

“Our time there has always been a disappointment.”

James regarded his mother from where he sat. Mrs. Ellsworth was busy with her needlework and seemed to refuse to look him in the eye whenever she spoke of London. In fact, she’d always been very elusive since Katherine’s twenty-first birthday, choosing to shrug things off as though they were mere trivialities.

Katherine, for her part, carried herself as she always did—with her head held high, her features perfectly schooled into a placid, unreadable mask, her manner distant. She never spoke of her romantic adventures in London without a hint of disdain and a sharp change in subject. James never thought to pursue the matter in the belief his sister had grown quite good in coping with her disappointments. It was nearly impossible to think of her as the young girl who, on the year of her coming out, flitted from room to room in a lost, dreamy haze, a deep blush suffusing her cheeks.

“Perhaps the country’s much more suitable for Kitty,” he offered. “Town is not for everyone, you know.”

Mrs. Ellsworth nodded as she drew her needle through her embroidery. “Indeed. People in the country are nowhere half as vain as those in the city. They’re less inclined to play others for fools, raise other people’s hopes just to see them shattered, laughing at their own cleverness the whole time. They aren’t parasites. They aren’t heartless beasts who prey on someone’s good nature and faith.”

She paused as though to gather herself. “Poor Kitty—how men can find it in themselves to pretend interest and then flitter off to the side of someone younger and prettier—I don’t know.”

She spoke with a distinct edge of bitterness, though she never elaborated further on what she’d just said. She merely continued with her work and left James to ponder things and force his imagination to fill in the blanks.

“I worry about you, James—you and Bella,” she added. “I hope that if you chose to visit London, it wouldn’t be for too long.”

“I’ve never really thought much of Town, Mother. I’d like to see it for maybe a few days before I go to Oxford, but I don’t intend to make it my home.”

“Our property there will survive with only a small staff. I suppose it does have its uses on occasion. We ought to be more judicious in our visits, is all.” Mrs. Ellsworth shook her head, adding, “The more I see London, the more I’m convinced that Wiltshire is where you and your sisters belong.”

“You had so many high hopes for Kitty,” James said after some hesitation.

“I suppose I did. I had high hopes for London, more so, I think. I shouldn’t have. Perhaps it was my fault.”

“Nonsense. If anyone ought to be faulted, it would be those men toying with my sister’s affections the
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