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        There’s nothing left of what she was;

        Back to the babe the woman dies,

        And all the wisdom that she has

      
        Is to love him for being wise.

        COVENTRY PATMORE, THE ANGEL IN THE HOUSE (1891)
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            THE BEREAVED

          

        

      

    

    
      Sussex, 1881

      “The point is,” said my brother Michael, “Helena can’t possibly manage the estate now that Justin’s dead. And this house is far too large for a widow with no children.”

      He put his teacup down on the ornate marble mantelpiece, shoving a Dresden shepherdess to the side. The porcelain figurine wobbled dangerously. Michael shot out a steadying hand, glaring at the offending piece for getting in his way.

      Julia, Michael’s wife, rose from her perch on a gilded bergère by the crackling fire. She retrieved Michael’s cup and set the figurine back in its proper place. “Really, Michael, this is hardly the time to browbeat poor Helena. She’s been a widow for precisely nine days. Was there a crowd for the burial, by the way? I really don’t see why we women should be excluded from such affairs.”

      My glance met Julia’s as she passed me, cup in hand, and I could see the sympathy in her eyes. I swallowed back a threatening tear. Nine days was certainly not enough time to adjust to the death of a beloved husband. I bent down to put a hand on my terrier, Scotty, who was lying at my feet with his head on his paws. The movement allowed me to dab surreptitiously at the corners of my eyes with the handkerchief I held crumpled in my palm.

      “The gentry turned out in force, as I’d have expected.” Michael fidgeted with his watch chain. “It was a decent enough show. Julia, I wish you’d pour me more tea.”

      “I’m sure you did a splendid job as head of the family, darling.” Julia, who had anticipated Michael’s request, handed her husband a fresh cup of tea, smiling up into his eyes.

      Poor Julia. Michael was tall, handsome, and well-built, with the thick shock of corn-blond hair and brilliant blue eyes that distinguished the Scott-De Quincys—well, most of them. At twenty-three, he carried his position as the Earl of Broadmere and head of the Scott-De Quincy family well. Or at least well enough that people generally overlooked his lack of social graces, kindness, and empathy. Perhaps I alone noticed the slight downturn in the corners of Julia’s mouth as Michael took the cup from her without a word.

      “Ned helped with the formalities.” Michael waved a hand at where Sir Edward Freestone, our brother-in-law and senior by a good thirty years, dozed in one of the larger armchairs by the fire. He’d forgotten to take off the decorative chain, donned for the funeral, that proclaimed his status as mayor of Littleberry. It was slipping to one side, its heavy gold links reflecting red flickers of flame as Ned’s chest rose and fell. “And Thomas made himself useful, of course.”

      Our sister Geraldine—Lady Geraldine Freestone—sniffed delicately at the mention of her eldest son’s name, and her lips tightened. Thomas had been a chief mourner at Justin’s funeral by my insistence. Gerry clearly disapproved, but just as clearly felt she should indulge my wishes as a young widow. So she refrained from speaking, communicating her scorn for her son by a straightening of her back and the angle of her blond head. Thomas, always sensitive to his parents’ feelings, had taken himself off to the nursery to amuse his nephews and small cousins.

      I listened to Michael’s terse, factual description of my husband’s funeral with half an ear, staring down at my dull black bombazine skirts. If only there weren’t quite so many people in the room. As the sixth daughter, I’d spent my youth surrounded by other people, but since my marriage to Justin, I’d grown accustomed to the peace and spaciousness of Whitcombe House. Our world had revolved around the two of us, and we’d been happy. For me, that happiness had been all the more precious since I’d already lost one love, my cousin Daniel—and now my darling Justin had followed him to the grave. I forced out a small cough to dispel the painful lump threatening to form in my throat.

      Seeking distraction, I twisted a little in my seat to look out of the tall windows to the sea. The English Channel showed on the distant horizon as a band of glittering silver blue. In the near distance, the River Ealy reflected the intense sky of a late October afternoon. Justin had been found in that river, floating facedown under a dense layer of yellowed willow leaves.

      No. My mind skittered away from the thought, as it had been doing for days.

      “Don’t you agree, Helena?” Michael’s harsh voice brought me out of my reverie. “This house is much too large for a woman alone. It’s not logical that you occupy a twenty-four-bedroom house by yourself. Hyrst has only twelve bedrooms and houses Julia and me, our children, and Mama—who has four rooms, remember. And since Alice and Annette are unlikely to marry, I, as their brother, must always support them at Hyrst.”

      “I suppose I could take Mama.” I heard my own voice, small and uncertain, and cursed inwardly. Justin had been my defender against my family’s attempts to manage me, but now that he was gone, I was all too easily slipping back into my childhood role. A wren among peacocks, my father had—affectionately—said, and I looked the part. I alone among the Scott-De Quincys was small, brown-haired, and gray-eyed, traits inherited from a line of ancestors whose portraits were inevitably hung in the darker corners of Hyrst’s dark rooms.

      “You certainly won’t bully Baby into taking charge of Mama at such a time.” Odelia, the sister closest in age to me but still a full decade older, slid an arm across my shoulders, patting me with an elegantly beringed hand. “Really, Michael. The very idea.”

      She touched my cheek with her other hand, her lean, handsome face close to mine. “Are you feeling quite well, Baby, dear? You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do, you know. You’re your own mistress now.”

      “I don’t want to be.” I stifled a sob and then stiffened my back. Michael wouldn’t understand my tears and would draw attention to them in a loud voice. “It’s all right, O. I have a headache, that’s all. I’ve done quite a bit of weeping, on and off, in the last few days.”

      “Justin would not want you to weep.” Michael’s handsome brow contracted at my reference to my grief. I saw Julia roll her eyes behind her husband’s back.

      “Don’t listen to Michael.” O’s voice was soothing. “He may be the earl, but to the rest of us he’s still the Dreadful Infant. Michael, go away and talk to someone else.” She met our brother’s blue glare with a hard stare of her own, dark blue eyes narrowed to menacing slits. “Baby’s had quite enough of being worried and upset.”

      Michael, who was argumentative more out of a desire for logical outcomes than from a wish to win, shrugged and moved off. Dreadful Infant indeed. A recurring theme of my childhood memories was drawing or reading quietly while Michael embarked on his fifth or sixth tantrum of the day. And yet I, a year and a half older than Michael, was always called Baby. The Dreadful Infant had received a noble title and an important status at birth. From the moment he first drew breath, Michael was Viscount Overhey, the precious son, the future Earl of Broadmere, my father’s hope. Now the title of viscount had passed to his eldest son, as Michael had become an earl at eighteen and a father at nineteen.

      Justin had made me forget the slights of my early years by giving me a position of my own. Now that he was gone, the weight of my family settled back over my shoulders like my father’s—now Michael’s—heavy coronation robes with their three rows of ermine spots.

      Odelia wrinkled her nose at Michael’s retreating back and returned her attention to me. “Do you feel up to walking to Hyrst, Baby? I was just discussing the possibility of a walk with the others. Lady Ambition is against the plan”—she jerked her head at our sister Blanche—“but naturally Tweedledum and Tweedledee wish to walk. They always do.”

      I looked over to where Blanche, the widowed Marchioness of Hastings, and our twin sisters Alice and Annette sat eating cucumber sandwiches and making desultory small talk. O waggled her fingers at the twins as their identical faces turned toward us. “I’d like to see Mama, today of all days, and she’ll be a comfort to you, I’m sure. It’s perfectly unfair that Michael didn’t even have her brought here. The poor woman’s a prisoner in her own home.”

      I sighed, unwilling to contradict my sister. Mama was far too ill to leave her rooms, but I wasn’t about to provoke an argument by expressing my own opinions. My family had enough opinions of its own and didn’t need mine. So I smiled and squeezed O’s hand.

      “A walk to Hyrst would be splendid.”

      I rose to my feet, still smiling. After all, I was the mistress of Whitcombe House, and I had a hostess’s duties to perform. Scotty yawned and stretched, pricking his ears in a hopeful manner as I crossed to the fireplace to tug on the bellpull. Sensing a walk was imminent, he came to stand close to me, white-streaked tail wagging furiously.

      I addressed Gerry, giving my oldest sister a chance to assert some authority in the face of Michael’s overbearing assumption of his own importance.

      “Would you walk to Hyrst with us, Gerry? The fresh air will do me good.” I smiled fondly at Ned as he became conscious of his wife’s stony gaze and opened one eye. “Ned will have a chance to shake off some of the cobwebs.”

      “You try being mayor.” Ned affected to sound cross, but his eyes twinkled as he disentangled himself from his chain of office, dropping the heavy thing on the floor beside his chair. “I always seem to have to get up early or retire late because somebody wants to see me. I fall asleep as soon as I’m sitting still.” Seeing Scotty, of whom he was rather fond, he clicked his tongue at my little dog. “You understand, don’t you, Scotty? These women—if only they’d leave a fellow alone.”

      I grinned at my brother-in-law, noting that the whole mood of the room seemed to lighten. Insignificant as I was within my family, they were still prepared to defer to my feelings as the recently bereaved—and that was something.

      I could almost hear Justin saying, “Chin up, my dear. Think of the county.” Those encouraging words, always accompanied by a broad wink, had never failed to make me laugh. Oh, Justin. How I would miss my husband’s steady, unassuming, sane presence.
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        * * *

      

      A large family has its disadvantages. It took an hour to get the children ready and to cajole the adults into stopping their chatter and dressing for the outdoors. We arranged for my lady’s maid, Guttridge, to travel to Hyrst in the brougham. With her went my evening dress and those of Odelia and Blanche, who were staying at Whitcombe House.

      Blanche characteristically made an issue of having to walk. She, of course, would have preferred to occupy the brougham even if it meant making Guttridge carry the dresses over on foot. She made a terrible fuss over how our black dresses would show the dust of the lane, and it took a stinging remark from O to silence her.

      And then Geraldine tried to issue an edict that Thomas would slow us down and should go in the brougham. Fortunately, Ned fought in Thomas’s corner for once and insisted his eldest son would walk with the rest of us.

      “I’m quite sure M-Moses led the Hebrews out of Egypt with less bother than this.” Thomas eyed the assorted governesses and nursemaids in charge of Julia and Michael’s three small children and my niece Lydia’s sons. Lydia was the oldest of Gerry’s children—older than me, in fact. Petey, Gerry’s youngest, was showing off for his younger cousins by trying in vain to make Scotty perform tricks. My niece Maryanne, not yet married, carried on an intense and audible conversation with her sister Lydia about how soon they could introduce some ornamentation into their mourning dresses. We were at the rear of the procession, of course, because of Thomas’s slow pace. Petey, a good-natured child, had walked with his brother for a while until the lure of the dog and the other children proved too strong.

      “I daresay you’re right.” I smiled at Thomas, who was only two years younger than me and more like a brother than a nephew. “Look at Blanche. If I were a betting woman, I’d say she’s complaining about the stones in the lane hurting her feet through the soles of her shoes.”

      “She’d be perfectly happy if C-Cousin Dederick were here.”

      “Dederick’s visits to his mother are rarer than those of royalty since he inherited his title. I suppose you’re right, Thomas—part of Blanche’s problem is loneliness. You’re so much kinder than I am.”

      “N-nonsense. You’re one of the k-kindest people I know. So was Uncle Justin. I’m so sorry about him.”

      “So am I.” I threaded my hand under my nephew’s arm, which happened to be his bad one. It was fixed in a bent position, its hand twisted and claw-like, but I was used to its strange frailty and rigidity. Thomas’s good left arm, strong and muscular, with the huge hand of a young man not yet done growing, swung at his side. My nephew always refused to use a crutch, saying he didn’t want his best limb occupied in bearing him up. His lame foot dragged a little through the dusty gravel of the lane, but he moved easily enough, forcing his pace to keep up with the others.

      “You know,” I said after a few minutes’ silence, “Justin was so very fond of you. Said he wished he had a son like you.”

      “Not entirely l-like me.” Thomas gave me a rueful smile.

      “Well,” I said, feeling for my words, “I don’t suppose I’d wish a disability on any child. But on the whole, Justin and I would have cheerfully accepted your disadvantages to have a son with your goodness and intelligence. And good looks, if they matter at all. In point of fact, any child at all would have been wonderful.”

      I sounded more wistful than I’d meant to. That chapter of my life was now definitely closed.

      “You’re r-right of course. I have l-life and comparative good health and a r-roof—one of the best in Littleberry—over my head. I have three good meals a day, warm clothing, and employment. Don’t think I c-curse the day I was born, anything like that.”

      Thomas looked like an angel when he smiled. Tall and fair, a true Scott-De Quincy, he should have been his parents’ pride and joy. As things stood, Gerry and Ned had difficulty seeing past the bent arm and shuffling gait to their son’s beauty and courage.

      “P-Petey’s going to school soon, did you know?” Thomas continued. “W-Westminster. Papa thinks he should try for C-Cambridge later. Pursue a political career. No grubbing around in the wine importation business for him.”

      “I’m sorry.” I gave Thomas’s arm a gentle squeeze. “Petey’s far behind where you were at his age as far as intelligence goes, although he’s a nice boy. You’d make a much better scholar. Clerking for your father’s beneath your position in life.”

      Thomas’s mouth twisted up at the corner. “What position?” He stared ahead to where my brother and sisters formed a straggling diagonal across the lane, a black wall of backs that excluded us completely. “Cripples have n-no position.”

      “Neither do widows, at least not in Michael’s way of thinking,” I sighed. “Michael doesn’t think I’m capable of looking after Justin’s—my—land and properties.”

      “But you own everything, don’t you? Not like Aunt Blanche, who has to live on a widow’s jointure and watch Dederick squander all the money. If you’d had a s-son—”

      “—I’d be in Blanche’s position. But yes, I’m the sole owner of all that was Justin’s until I marry again. And yet Michael is still trying to wrest control of my life from my hands. And my husband’s barely—”

      I had to stop and swallow hard. I could feel the emotion I’d been refusing to acknowledge all day building up inside of me, liquid and treacherous. My husband was barely cold in his grave, as the expression went. But he was cold, enclosed in the chilly clay of a Sussex autumn. My spouse had been my best friend, a warm and constant presence at my side, snugly encased in the countryman’s tweeds he wore whenever he could get away with it. He had smelled of the outdoors and wood smoke and sheep’s wool because he was a gentleman farmer who worked for the love of the work and not because he needed the money. He had been a vigorous man—twenty-two years older than me to be sure, but hale and healthy in almost every respect. And now—

      “Are you all right, Auntie? You’re looking a bit green.”

      “Yes.” I took a very deep breath. “I’m going to have to visit Justin’s grave tomorrow. The thought upsets me.” My voice sounded brusque to my ears. The threatening onslaught of tears altered its timbre, making my throat hurt again.

      “Death puts everything else into perspective, doesn’t it? I’m s-sorry I bothered you with my petty jealousies.” Thomas looked contrite.

      “Don’t mind me. I’m fighting the urge to howl and weep like a lunatic.” I dashed a furtive hand across my eyes. “Please talk to me about Petey and your father for as long as you like. Remind me that I’m rich and nominally independent. That, unlike you, I can legally and morally do what I jolly well please. I just have to get over this—this shock—and learn to find a way to stand on my own two feet for the first time in my life. It’s what Justin would have wanted.”
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            A PRIDE OF LIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      In the time it took for Thomas and me to make our way up the grand approach to Hyrst, country seat of the Earls of Broadmere for the last hundred years, the rest of the family had entered the house. Scotty had abandoned me altogether, no doubt still romping with the children.

      Our feet crunched on beechnut shells from the overarching allée of trees that marked the entrance to my family home. We passed into its formal courtyard garden under the eyes of the young lad who opened the tall iron gates. The boy’s clumsy words of condolence, accompanied by much tugging of his forelock, were kind but served to make the gray cloud over my head seem heavier. Still—Chin up. I had another problem to face.

      “Come say hello to Grandmama,” I urged my nephew. “I don’t suppose they’ll bring her downstairs. I doubt they’ve even tried to explain Justin’s death to her.”

      “Why do we let them behave this way?” Thomas asked as he made his laborious way upstairs. “It’s like living in a pride of lions. The moment anyone in this family weakens, they’re shoved to the margins and forced to feed on the scraps of attention the rest deign to throw their way.”

      “Probably a legacy of our warrior ancestors.” I tried to force a note of cheerfulness into my voice. “The Scott-De Quincy tradition of heroic aggression. All those effigies on tombs and grand paintings of men on rearing stallions are a terrible burden to carry, even given the loss of two castles and a mountain of debt. I’ve certainly never tried to carry this family’s glory on my back.”

      “Haven’t you?” Thomas looked curious. “You used to be quite d-different. I remember the year you were presented at court, you know. Mama said you were so sought after as a d-debutante you could have married a duke. She was quite cross with you for insisting you were going to be an herbalist like G-Grandmama and rushing back to the country earlier than you needed to. You were only forgiven because of your understanding with Cousin D-Daniel. Everyone seemed to approve of the m-match.”

      I felt the heat rise to my face, and a spark of anger mingled with my grief. “I allowed myself to become arrogant and headstrong because my first Season went to my head. And I was very much influenced by Mama. She was so insistent on the importance of a vocation, however fulfilling one might find being a wife and mother. And much good her teaching did me.”

      “But you only lost interest in it because Daniel d-died,” Thomas said softly. “I’m sorry but I can’t help remembering, today of all days, that this is the second love you’ve lost. It isn’t fair.”

      “Perhaps there’s no such thing as ‘fair.’” I forced the words out through a tight jaw and turned away from Thomas, dismissing the painful subject.

      We had reached Mama’s rooms, which were at the end of a particularly musty corridor. I breathed deeper as I turned the door handle, taking in the mingled scents of lavender and furniture polish. Fresh, salty air dominated, rising from the marsh to the wooded promontory on which Hyrst stood. Belming, Mama’s attendant, believed in fresh air and cleanliness.

      It was Belming who greeted us as we entered, her pleasant, sensible face lighting up as she rose from her sewing. I waved her back into her seat with a murmured greeting and looked around for my mother.

      “Have you sent for the gardener?” My mother, Alix, Dowager Countess of Broadmere, announced her arrival with her usual question. She wore a nightgown and robe, but Belming had managed to twist her long white hair into a becoming bun. She shuffled toward us with the peculiar, hesitant gait she’d adopted of late, almost as if she were imitating Thomas. Her faded blue eyes took in each of us in turn with the odd blank stare that seemed to hold anger as well as puzzlement.

      She and my father had been third cousins, and Mama had the Scott-De Quincy looks. Once, she had been tall and well-built, with a crowning mane of thick dark blond hair and piercing blue eyes that made people quail before her gaze. Now the long bones of her arms and legs were thin and fragile-looking, her back curved between shoulders that seemed so much narrower now, the strength gone from her face and figure. When I held out my arms, her own frail limbs lifted in response, and she allowed me to hug her.

      I closed my eyes for a second, trying to recapture the mother who had dominated my early years. She had seemed to tower over me before her illness. Now it felt as though we were almost of equal height, small as I was. I kissed her cheek, the skin of which was as soft as velvet yet somehow a little clammy, not quite alive.

      “Have you sent for the gardener?” she asked again. Nowadays it took all Belming’s powers of persuasion to induce Mama to take a five-minute stroll in Hyrst’s formal gardens. She completely refused to visit the herb garden that had once been her pride and joy, but she never stopped asking to see the gardener. We’d tried bringing the head gardener and even some of the under-gardeners to see her, but she invariably told them to leave immediately—so we had just resigned ourselves to her strange obsession.

      “Of course I’ve sent for the gardener, Mama,” I reassured her, wishing I could see one tiny spark of the mother I’d known in this woman’s eyes. “He’ll be here directly.”

      “Be sure to tell him to tie in the dahlias.” Her expression shifted to one of deep anxiety. “Do I know you?”

      “I’m Helena, your youngest daughter. And this is Thomas, your oldest grandson.”

      Thomas bent down to salute Mama’s cheek with a quick peck of a kiss. He was the only one of Gerry’s children who would visit his grandmother. Lydia and Maryanne found the experience “too trying.” Petey looked so scared whenever a visit to Grandmama was suggested that we’d stopped asking.

      “I don’t have any grandchildren.” My mother paused for a moment to break wind loudly and then looked at Thomas again. “What’s wrong with his arm?”

      “It doesn’t work, Grandmama.” Thomas grinned. “Never has.”

      For a moment, the clouds in Mama’s mind appeared to part, and an answering grin spread across her face, almost sly. “I’ve become a silly old woman, haven’t I?”

      “No, Mama.” I led my mother to her favorite armchair and seated myself nearby. I felt Thomas lower himself a little awkwardly onto the sofa next to me. “You’ve never been silly, and you’re not silly now.”

      “Where’s the other one? The one—him—the one who goes with you. That nice man.”

      “Justin?” I felt my throat constrict. Today of all days Mama would remember I had a husband. “He died, Mama. We buried him today.”

      My mother’s brow creased. “You must be very sad.”

      “I am.” To my consternation, my voice broke on the last word. It was no good—all the grief I’d held at bay during the day overwhelmed me afresh. I slid to the floor, buried my face in my mother’s lap, and howled like an infant for a full five minutes.

      I came to my senses to find Thomas offering me a clean handkerchief.

      “Belming’s gone to make tea,” he said.

      I took the handkerchief with a nod of thanks, blew my nose, and wiped my face. I breathed deeply until the urge to cry some more had passed.

      “Better now,” Mama said.

      “Much better. Sorry, Thomas.”

      “Cry all you like, Auntie. I don’t see why we all have to go around pretending nothing important’s happened. Widows should be allowed to scream and wail, rend their clothing, and wear ashes on their heads.”

      “Steady on there.” I felt the ghost of a smile twitch at my lips. “Think of the county.”

      “Damn the county. Kill them all.”

      Thomas and I looked at each other in surprise as my mother, having delivered this verdict in a ringing voice reminiscent of her old self, rose to her feet. “I want to use the commode,” was her next remark, provoking something of a flurry. My mother no longer had the patience for bodily continence and could just as easily use the furniture to relieve herself if not taken in the right direction in time.

      Belming’s arrival with a tea tray spared me that particular task. Thomas and I were left to drink the restoring beverage while I recovered my equilibrium. I was sure my nose was shiny and my face blotchy, but Thomas and I were easy in each other’s company.

      “Michael was more than hinting earlier that I should take Mama off his hands.” I stared at the window, where a thick strand of ivy had broken loose and was flapping against the panes in the wind off the marsh. “O said he was bullying me.”

      “So he is.”

      “But it would make sense. Whitcombe House is so much bigger than Hyrst.”

      “Wouldn’t the twins object to losing her? I thought they liked being in charge of everything.”

      “The twins have their charity work and looking after Hyrst in general. I concede that Mama doesn’t create a whole lot of extra work for them—Belming’s an absolute marvel—but then she wouldn’t create an awful lot more work for me either. It’s just that—” I was suddenly as weary as if I’d spent the whole day riding. “Oh, Thomas, the thought of doing anything right now wears me out.”

      Thomas leaned in and kissed the top of my head. “Of course it does, Auntie. You can make Grandmama one of your worries once you’re feeling more like yourself.”

      “I keep thinking of how she would have taken charge, back before Papa died. And she would have done it cheerfully too. Nothing ever seemed to upset her for long. The perfect wife, mother, and hostess, and on top of that she did so much good with her herbal remedies. A happy and useful woman.”

      Thomas was silent for a few moments, watching me. “You’re not useless, Aunt Helena,” he said eventually. “No more than I am. We may both think it at times, but what do we know?”

      He stood up and held out his good hand to me. “Come along. Let’s join the rest of the family. After all, it’s not often we’re all together.”
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        * * *

      

      I slept better that night than I had for days, no doubt from sheer exhaustion. I awoke hungry—widowhood had not stolen my appetite—and decided to take breakfast in my pleasant morning room.

      I was lingering over the last few mushrooms on my plate when I heard Michael’s loud, plangent voice ascertaining my whereabouts and ordering coffee for three. I heaved a large sigh, popped the last mushroom into my mouth, and wiped my lips on my napkin just as the footman swung open the door.

      Of course Michael had brought the odious Brandrick with him. The man entered the room close behind my brother and removed his cap with a respectful “M’lady.” Michael gave me his version of a brotherly kiss, a bare touching of his nose to my cheek.

      Joshua Brandrick performed the functions of steward, land agent, and private secretary for my brother when Michael was in the country. When Michael was in London for parliamentary business, he employed another secretary. Such help was vital since Michael, a highly intelligent man in all other respects, had never acquired the ability to read or write.

      Brandrick had befriended Michael when the latter was an awkward, unhappy boy of fifteen, an odd duck returned from his private tutor in Somerset at our father’s insistence so he could be trained for his future title and responsibilities. Michael found the burden of these responsibilities unbearable. The strain of them compounded the anger born of frustration at his inability to grasp skills other people took for granted.

      At that time, Brandrick had been a gardener at Hyrst, a young man of fierce ambition and an appetite for learning. His smoldering resentment of his lowly position had somehow struck a chord with Michael. Brandrick’s ability to calm Michael’s temper had earned him our father’s gratitude in the form of education and promotion. Now, at thirty, Brandrick was a constant, taciturn presence at Michael’s side. Although good-looking, he had taken no wife, preferring to devote himself to Michael’s interests body and soul.

      “Sit down and stop standing around looking servile,” was Michael’s instruction to Brandrick when the coffee arrived. “Lady Helena won’t mind.”

      Lady Helena did mind, and Brandrick knew it. He complied with a flick of his gaze toward my brother and the ghost of a smile on his lips. His “as m’lord wishes” held an unmistakably sardonic edge.

      “I have been giving your position the most careful consideration,” was Michael’s opening salvo as soon as Brandrick’s chair ceased moving. “Now that you are a widow, your most logical course of action is this.” He leaned forward, using his finger to count off the points of his argument on his other hand.

      “First, you should hand the running of the Whitcombe estate over to me—and Brandrick, of course—until you marry again.”

      I sat up straighter. “Michael, I’ve only just lost my husband. Why would you even mention my marrying again the day after his funeral?”

      To my annoyance, my tone was placatory. What was wrong with me that I couldn’t simply tell my little brother to stay out of my business?

      “Because it is the logical step. Please do not interrupt. You must marry again to provide yourself with an heir to the estate. You must not delay this step; you are no longer a young woman. Naturally, your new husband will wish to have a say in the running of the Whitcombe estate, and that is why he must be chosen with care. Your holdings are considerable.”

      And how could Michael be so certain about the extent of my wealth? I looked at Brandrick, but the dreadful man lowered his gaze to his coffee.

      “Of course,” Michael continued, “there’s a strong possibility you will produce no heir since so far you have proved barren. But that’s a question that can be addressed later.” He tapped one hand with the forefinger of the other. “You could always move back to Hyrst and let me manage Whitcombe. I daresay we could put a decent tenant in.”

      “Move back to Hyrst?” My voice rose to a squeak. “You’re always saying how little room there is at Hyrst.”

      “You are my sister, and as head of the family I have a duty to protect and guide you. I intend to be diligent in that duty.”

      He shifted on his chair and drained his coffee cup, shoving cup and saucer across the table so clumsily that the cup tilted sideways. “All this after your first year of mourning is over, naturally. Although I don’t believe it would be unreasonable to receive visits from prospects who are eager to show an interest, even during first mourning. Your widow’s seclusion does not need to be complete. The Queen was much criticized for her utter withdrawal from the world.”

      He paused, clearly waiting for me to speak.

      “I don’t intend to move away from Whitcombe.” I knew I sounded sulky. The remark about my barrenness had stung, but of course I had been complicit in letting that assumption take hold in my family.

      “You could certainly afford to keep the house going.” Michael passed a hand over his mouth and looked at me for a second. “The property investments and so forth are sound and well managed by Justin’s solicitor, I believe. As for the farm—” He looked at Brandrick, who nodded.

      “Lucius Hatherall’s got that well in hand.” Brandrick’s tone was dry. His imitation of Michael’s educated speech did not entirely eliminate the Sussex burr from his voice, but he knew how to avoid using the dialect. “Sir Justin had an excellent grasp of the breeding of sheep for a gentleman farmer, and Hatherall knows what he’s about. From what I’ve heard, they increased the yield and quality of the meat considerably in the last ten years. And Sir Justin owned properties in Littleberry, Broadmere, Lewes, Sandwich, even Brighton. All well improved and looked after. Even without the farm, her ladyship will suffer no loss of style or comfort.”

      “I have no intention of giving up the farm.” I folded my arms and glared at Brandrick.

      “Of course not, m’lady, not at first.” Brandrick’s tone was conciliatory. “But your mind will move on to other things before long. You’ve never had the deep interest in sheep that Sir Justin had, God rest his soul. One day you’ll be ready to marry again.”

      Both men stared at me as if I were a breeding sheep myself, plainly assessing my qualities and future remarriage prospects. I thanked the Lord for the year and a day of full mourning. If I’d been immediately available, would they have brought a suitable mate to look me over straightaway?

      I drew myself up as far as my vertebrae would stretch, annoyed at how small I felt next to the two tall men. “I’ll certainly take your advice to heart, Michael. But kindly allow me some time to recover from the shock of my husband’s death before we—I—make any decisions about my future.”

      “Very well.” Michael stood, pushed back his chair, and strode to the door without saying good-bye. It was a formality he had a tendency to forget unless reminded.

      “His lordship has your best interests at heart, m’lady. As do I.” Brandrick also stood, and his voice was gentle. “I haven’t had the chance to offer you my sincerest condolences. Please accept them now. Sir Justin was a good man.”

      I nodded with as good a grace as I could manage. “Thank you.”

      Left alone, I stared morosely at the empty coffee cups. If it hadn’t been so completely typical of Michael to barge into a house of mourning to discuss what was on his mind, I would have believed this was Brandrick’s doing. The man clearly thought that Dene Farm—Justin’s great interest in life—should come under his own management.

      “And I resent his management,” I said out loud to the empty room. “I resent his management of my brother. I resent my brother’s management—or attempted management—of me. And if you think, Michael,” I wagged a forefinger at the empty doorway, “that you have a right to dictate what my life is to be, you have another think coming.”

      If only I’d been able to say that to my brother’s face.
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      By the time Odelia appeared downstairs, I had conquered my annoyance at Michael. O never rose early when she was in the country. In London, she might be up at the crack of dawn to catch the best light for her paintings. At Whitcombe, she requested breakfast in bed and saw nobody but the servants until eleven.

      Our first task of the day was to visit Justin’s grave. Since the first viewing of one’s husband’s final resting place was hardly the appropriate moment to raise any grievances against my brother, I kept silent during the short walk to the Littleberry cemetery. I resolutely banished Michael from my mind as I stood staring at the six-foot-long mound of tan-colored clay, surmounted by three elegant arrangements of chrysanthemums and hothouse lilies and a large number of smaller tributes. In the mellow sunshine of October’s last day, the pink-tinged lilies seemed to glow. The mingled colors of the rest of the flowers looked almost cheerful.

      What, I wondered, did this horticultural exuberance have to do with Justin? How could this neatly dug rectangle of earth possibly contain his kindness and intelligence, the fond smile with which he’d greeted me every morning, the wiry, muscular body that could mount a horse or wrestle with a recalcitrant sheep as easily as a man half his age?

      I couldn’t cry. O and I both wore heavy veils to conceal our tears, but I, who had wept aplenty in the eleven days since my brother-in-law Ned had stood in front of me, hat in hand, to bring me the news, could find no tears to shed that morning. We spent twenty minutes remarking on the number of small bouquets that proved how well-liked Justin was, and then we turned for home.

      We entered Whitcombe by the conservatory door and helped each other shed our muddy boots. Soon I would need to ring the bell for Guttridge and prepare for luncheon, but for a few minutes I allowed myself to enjoy a moment alone with my sister and Scotty. We had not taken my dog to the cemetery for fear Scotty might start digging in the loose soil of Justin’s grave.

      The conservatory was not particularly warm, but it offered a fine view of the distant sea, today a gray haze with a tinge of blue. The valley below us was a patchwork of greens and tans. A plume of blue smoke marked the burning of some debris by one of the farmers.

      I waited until we were seated in the large wicker armchairs to broach the topic of Michael’s visit.

      “Michael cannot, in any way, force you to either marry or give up Whitcombe House. It’s as simple as that,” was O’s immediate response.

      “It’s never as simple as that.” I sighed, running a hand over Scotty’s wiry, brindled coat as he nestled into the crook of my arm. “I see Michael several times a week when he’s not in London—even before Justin’s death our paths crossed all the time—and you know how relentless he is. I’m not sure how long I can stand up to him. The only way I could avoid him altogether would be to leave Whitcombe, and I don’t want to do that.”

      Odelia hesitated before speaking. “Darling, forgive me for asking this—why on earth not? I mean, how can you stand it here? It’s so quiet. And much too green.”

      I hugged Scotty to me and rested my head on my other hand, looking out at the magnificent view. Below us, the gentle dip of the valley was sprinkled with the white-and-brown dots of grazing sheep. Farther to the west, the land rose into softly rounded hills, punctuated by the dark greens of copses and hedgerows. In the far distance, where the headland reared into tall cliffs, the hills were a smoky blue. In front of the headland, I could see Broadmere, its fading glory wrapped in dark, encircling trees. If I crossed to the corner of the room, I’d be able to see Littleberry, a huddle of red-brown brick and tile on its low hill, its windows flashing gold in the lambent sunlight. Two small towns deserted by the sea, brooding over their former glory and prosperity, picturesque and drowsy under the wide autumnal sky.

      “It’s where I belong,” I said at last. “I’m not like you, O. I couldn’t stand living in London with all its noise and bustle. Here, I feel—”

      “—safe?” Odelia snorted in derision. “Baby, darling, in your short life you have exchanged one large house looking out toward the sea for an even larger house looking out toward the sea. You’ve never given anywhere else a chance to worm its way into your heart.”

      “I spent two Seasons in London,” I said indignantly. “And never came to love it.”

      “Because Daniel was here, and you were a very young girl in love. Of course you wanted to fly back to your mate.” O shook her head, a gesture half-impatient, half-sad. “And later you allowed yourself to be steered into a marriage with Justin, and you just seemed to grow into the soil.”

      “I was content.” I leaned back to pluck a flower from a standard fuchsia, admiring its intricate delicacy. “Justin and I were content. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “Not for Justin, certainly. At his age, perhaps he had a right to be content.” O stretched out a narrow foot, looking critically at her fine silk stocking. “But you’re twenty-five. You should have a few years of adventure before settling for contentment.”

      “Justin wasn’t so very old.”

      “He was forty-seven, even if he had a younger man’s physique. You were twenty-two when you married him—twenty when he began taking an interest in you. I know it’s common practice among our sort of people for older men to wed young women, but you could have had a dozen better offers. Far better than a baronet, however wealthy. Or you could have married some impoverished genius. The old Helena could have, at any rate. I always used to think you’d be the rebel of the family, not me.”

      “I don’t remember being that person,” I said. “And besides, in what way would I have rebelled? If Daniel had lived, we’d have married before I was twenty. We were already talking about when Daniel should approach Papa to ask for my hand.”

      “Daniel would have brought out the rebel in you. He’d have turned you away from Mama’s herbs and potions and whisked you to Paris to soak up some Republican principles. Look how interested he was in the war between the French and the Prussians.”

      “Yes, he was interested in a great many things.” I could hear the hard edge to my voice. “And then he was dead.”

      In my mind’s eye, I could see the orchard on the slope below Hyrst—a place I’d avoided for two years afterward—and for a moment could smell the apple blossom, fresh and sweet. And there was Daniel, lying once more at my feet, his lips blue and cold. And I hadn’t been able to save him.

      “You lost interest in everything for a while.” Odelia’s voice was gentle. “Your studies, your little hobbies, your clothes, your friends, even Mama’s herb garden. You stopped bringing home half-dead animals and sitting up all night trying to nurse them back to life. You stopped helping Mama with her patients in the workhouse and the slums. Because you no longer trusted your ability to heal anyone.”

      “When you realize you’re useless, it’s better to stop pretending you’re useful, isn’t it?” I rose to my feet, placing Scotty on the floor. “It’s cold in here, and luncheon will be ready.” I stepped inside the billiard room, preceded by my vigorously barking dog, and pulled on the bell.

      “Baby.” Odelia was beside me in an instant, her face close to mine. “It’s as if—well, if I lost my right arm, I’d paint and draw with my left. I could never bury my gift, even if that gift had brought harm to somebody. My art is me. Even when I’m not painting or sketching, I’m doing so in my head. Right now I’m composing a sketch in my mind. I can’t help it. You—you had a real talent for healing, just like Mama. For serving others. And you simply buried that talent with Daniel. I would feel as if I were only half a person.” Her brow wrinkled. “You won’t let Justin’s death sink you into despondency as Daniel’s did, will you?”

      She gathered me close to her, and I gave in to the need to feel the warmth of another person. She had always been the first one to hug me and kiss me when my other sisters were distant. I leaned my head on her shoulder.

      “I know it’s what you’re all worried about.” My voice was muffled by the heavy silk of her dress. “It worries me too—but I’m not sixteen any more. I’ll find my way through this. It’s just that rebellion is no longer a path open to me.” I sighed. “I don’t have your strength. Daniel’s death broke me in so many ways. If I had any rebelliousness back then, I lost it somehow.”

      O hugged me tighter. “Then it’s time to get it back. This is your new beginning, Baby—your new chance. Don’t you realize that as a widow you have control of your money and property, at least until you remarry?”

      “In law, perhaps. In practice, that’s not what Michael believes. He thinks he should take over everything. He and that horrible Brandrick man.”

      “So don’t let him. I have to go back to London, darling—I’ll die here. But I’ll help you resist any arrangement Michael tries to impose upon you. I know a lawyer in Greenwich I can send to you if it comes to that. He won’t be in the least impressed that he’s standing up to the Earl of Broadmere. This family may be important in this tiny corner of the world, but it’s not at all important in a city where titles are ten a penny.”

      Odelia released me as Guttridge stepped into the billiard room, and I smiled at my lady’s maid.

      “We took off our boots, Guttridge. They’re rather grubby. Could you fetch slippers and neaten us both up a bit for luncheon? Lady Hastings will be getting impatient.” Blanche had declined to accompany us to the cemetery.

      “With pleasure, my lady. Come along, dog—you’re not hiding under the table during luncheon again.”

      Guttridge was a tall woman, somewhat plain, but with a pleasing air of authority and strength. She somehow managed to pick up our outer clothing, muddy boots, and the dog before disappearing into the depths of the house. The diversion afforded by watching her gave me time to think.

      “Don’t rush to provide me with lawyers,” I said eventually. “I’ll have a try at standing up to Michael myself.”

      “Hooray!” O stretched her arms toward the ceiling in a gesture of jubilation before addressing my returning maid. “Oh, Guttridge, how wonderfully quick you are! Now listen—don’t you think you and I should put our heads together and ensure Lady Helena is outfitted properly for mourning? I’ve seen that dress too many times already, and I’ve only been here a week.”

      “Just what I’ve been telling her ladyship.” Guttridge nodded in approval. “We still have a position to uphold in the county.”

      I followed the two of them, who were now talking rapidly about parramatta silk and crape, in silence. I was being managed once more, albeit benignly. Between the two of them, Guttridge and Odelia would ensure I looked the part of a wealthy widow—give me armor, in a sense. Something I could hide behind as I resisted Michael’s attempts to control my life. Until, perhaps, I could develop a harder carapace of my own.
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      “Is there anything else you need, my lady?”

      The long day had drawn to a close. Guttridge paused at the foot of my bed to survey my room and ensure she hadn’t left any task undone. The day’s clothing was draped over one of her long, strong arms; her capable fingers had braided my hair into two shiny plaits; and I lay alone in my bed.

      Beyond the connecting door to my right, I could sense the stillness of Justin’s room. I had sat in there for a while, inhaling the scents of tweed, leather, and cologne that still hung in the atmosphere. I had closed my eyes, remembering the times I had climbed into Justin’s bed or he into mine as soon as our respective attendants had gone downstairs. Remembering the feel of his back, smooth and hard with muscle. His legs, brushing against mine. His arms, solid and strong.

      I brought my fist down hard on the coverlet, and Guttridge opened her eyes wider.

      “Are you all right, my lady?”

      “I’m upset about being a widow.” I grasped a handful of satin and squeezed it between my fingers. “I’m angry I was widowed because my husband chose to rescue a sheep. Why couldn’t he have ridden for Farmer Hatherall instead of trying to do everything himself?”

      “Was that the way of it?” Guttridge set down her burden of clothing on a chair and crossed to the bed, her expression one of mild curiosity. “I’d heard he’d slipped into the river somehow, but I didn’t know he was after a sheep. Can’t they swim?”

      I shrugged. “I always thought so. I’ve seen them being driven across the river. But they found a young ram drowned downstream, marked as one of Justin’s. They think he’d seen the animal in trouble and gone after it. They worked that out later, of course.”

      Guttridge tutted. “The farmer saw Sir Justin’s horse outside his garden; I’d heard that. So he went looking for him in the fog.”

      “Yes. And some time afterward, when they’d gotten him out of the river, Sir Edward got involved. He’d been riding along the river path on his way to Pincham. It was he who came to tell me.”

      Ned had been so shaken he’d left a trail of mud to mark his passage through my house. His somber frock coat had been damp, streaked with mud and dotted with yellowed leaves, when he’d burst in upon my breakfast.

      “It was a terrible shock,” Guttridge said. That was a statement, not a question. I’d been having breakfast in bed, and she’d come to clear away the tray only to find me gasping and raving in my nightdress, clutching at Ned’s coat like a madwoman.

      “It was the meaninglessness of it all.” I let go of the coverlet, which was becoming damp and creased from the pressure of my fingers. “An accident—a stupid slip—that’s all it took to destroy my life. It makes me furious.”

      Guttridge was silent for a long moment. “If you’ll forgive my saying so, my lady,” she said at last, “you don’t look like a woman who’s destroyed. You just need to take your time to say good-bye to your old life.”

      “But my old life was what I wanted,” I wailed. “A quiet, settled life. Neither looking backward nor creating dreams and ambitions for the future. Not major ones anyway.”

      Guttridge frowned. “There’s no such thing as a settled life, begging your ladyship’s pardon. We’re always moving in some direction. You can’t move back, so you must move forward.”

      She turned to retrieve my abandoned clothes and left the room, leaving me to reflect on the advantages and disadvantages of having a lady’s maid with a philosophical bent.

      “How I miss you, Justin,” I whispered into the darkness a few minutes later. “But she’s right, you know. I can’t have you back, so I’m forced to move forward with my life. I let Daniel’s death reduce me to some kind of paralysis, but you rescued me from it in the end. Perhaps this time I can find the strength to do without a rescuer.”
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      I slept well and awoke refreshed. I felt more ready to face the day—and the future—than I had since the news of Justin’s death had been brought to me.

      That mood lasted until I entered the morning room, a pleasantly airy space on the eastern side of the house. The servants were accustomed to leaving my correspondence there. I had neglected it for the last few days, but that morning I arrived at my desk out of force of habit. I knew I would have at least two hours before I saw either of my sisters.

      The pile of black-bordered letters from friends and acquaintances sent my determined mood plummeting through the floorboards. These missives were concrete proof that I was a widow—moreover, a widow with social responsibilities. I would have to answer them, every one, and with each letter and answer, a new dagger would be driven through my heart.

      I set to sorting them. One pile of letters that must be answered immediately; another pile of letters of lesser importance, to which I could reply with a brief word of thanks; and a basket full of discarded envelopes.

      The first pile was depressingly thick. I would have to spend the rest of the morning writing, at least until the others were dressed. Then I could relinquish one social obligation for the much more attractive one of playing hostess.

      Well, one’s debts to society must be paid. I sorted through my collection of pens to find the ones with the best nibs. I had just uncapped my crystal inkwell when one of the footmen entered with a calling card.

      
        
        Armand Fortier, Physician and Surgeon.

      

      

      The name was familiar. Justin had mentioned it once or twice. A sound man he’d consulted in preference to the other Littleberry quacks. A Frenchman who’d moved to Littleberry about a year ago, whose sister was the wife of a prominent pottery owner.

      “I’m at home, I suppose. Please show him in.”

      Why on earth would Justin’s physician think he had business with me? I knew why Justin had consulted him, but that matter had died with my husband. Was he simply here to offer his condolences?

      I stood up, brushing a few specks of dust off my bombazine, and prepared to face the day’s first interruption. I had little time for physicians. In my experience, they were dirty, untidy, ill-educated individuals with more arrogance than their position in life warranted. My mother had always despised them.

      To my surprise, the man who walked quietly and confidently into my morning room looked as if he belonged there. I found myself extending my hand to him as if to a visiting gentleman; he took it and bowed over it, quite at his ease.

      “I’m sorry to make your acquaintance under such distressing circumstances, Lady Helena.” His voice was a pleasant baritone with no French accent save, perhaps, in the way he pronounced his words precisely and clearly. Englishmen often had a tendency to mumble.

      “Let me offer you my sincerest condolences for the loss of your husband,” he continued. “Sir Justin was an intelligent, worthy man, and I had a great deal of respect for him.” Monsieur Fortier’s expression held sympathy and warmth in just the right degree. “You no doubt know that he consulted me in my professional capacity.”

      He seated himself in the chair I indicated and declined my offer of refreshment. He was dressed for a country day’s work in a plain black morning coat and riding breeches and brought with him the pleasant aromas of leather, horse, and fresh air, indicating that he’d come on horseback. His boots were worn but well-polished, and he’d clearly scraped them carefully before entering the house.

      “I did know Sir Justin had consulted you.” I held his gaze. The question of why Justin had consulted Monsieur Fortier was a delicate one, but I was no blushing bride.

      Looking directly at Monsieur Fortier gave me a chance to appreciate the man’s appearance, which was pleasing. He was much the same height as Justin had been, six feet tall. Like my late husband, he was trim and slender, although more solidly built. His shoulders, to be sure, were a deal broader than Justin’s, but then he was very much younger, not yet thirty. His black hair was closely cropped, his beard neatly trimmed. His eyes were his most striking feature; an odd shade somewhere between green and amber, they were large, luminous, and thickly lashed.

      “Did you come to speak with me about Sir Justin’s—health?” I prompted, suddenly aware that I had been looking at him for too long.

      “Not exactly.” Monsieur Fortier seemed slightly uncomfortable but clearly made up his mind to proceed. “I had the melancholy task of receiving Sir Justin’s body in a consulting room I keep at the Dermody pottery, for the benefit of the workers there. It was close to where they found him, and I have a suitable table. As it turned out, the inspection of the body by the inquest jury was also held there.” He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to speak to you about such matters.”

      “It’s quite all right. In some ways, it’s better to hear about what actually happened than to leave it to my imagination.” Although my imagination was supplying more detail as I spoke. The water dripping down the table from Justin’s clothing, the men leaning over him, the smell of the river . . .

      I pushed the intrusive thoughts away and sought for something to say. “I’m glad it was you who cared for Sir Justin at such a time. After all, he had taken you into his confidence; you were not a stranger to him. Such things matter.”

      “I suppose they do.” Monsieur Fortier didn’t exactly smile, but an expression of warmth and sympathy suffused his face. “Did you hear anything about the inquest from Lord Broadmere or the mayor?”

      “Very little. Sir Edward tried to spare my feelings. My brother merely informed me that the inquest had taken place and a verdict of accidental death by drowning had been rendered. He is not a communicative man.”

      “No, he isn’t.” The sympathy in Monsieur Fortier’s eyes intensified. He was not, I thought, a man who could hide his emotions easily. Perhaps that was his French heritage.

      “Lady Helena,” Monsieur Fortier continued, “I’ve spent several days asking myself whether I should burden you with my doubts.”

      “Doubts?” I wrinkled my brow.

      “I have no proof, of course. If I had proof, I would have spoken more publicly. You see—I’m not sure Sir Justin’s death was accidental.”

      The room seemed to tilt sideways. I was suddenly aware of movement as Fortier left his chair to crouch by my side. One hand encircled my wrist, fingers on the pulse point. The other rested gently against my shoulder, as if to prevent me from falling forward. Some detached part of my mind noted that his hands were quite beautiful, his fingers long and slender with neatly kept nails.

      “Breathe calmly,” he was telling me. “Slowly in through your nose—that’s it—and slowly out again. Think about nothing but your breathing.”

      His fingers pressed a little more firmly on my wrist, and his eyes grew thoughtful. Counting my heartbeats, no doubt.

      “No, I don’t think
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