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            HAWTHORN HALL

          

        

      

    

    
      August 1883

      Dearest Helena . . .

      “It’s from Lady Hastings,” I said to Guttridge.

      The remark was somewhat redundant since my lady’s maid was certainly familiar with my sister Blanche’s handwriting and had handed me the letter I had just opened.

      “How delightful, my lady.” Guttridge arranged the rest of my post into a neat pile on the rosewood escritoire in Whitcombe House’s morning room. “Should I leave you alone for a short while to read your letter? We were going to discuss your half-mourning wardrobe, but we can do that later.”

      “I suppose you could come back in an hour.”

      I abandoned the dress and fashion journals Guttridge had assembled for me and tried to focus my gaze on Blanche’s difficult handwriting. But my mind was full of dresses: lavender, a soft gray that would bring out the color of my eyes, and every glorious shade of mauve. Anything but black. After two years in that depressing hue, I had been looking forward to discussing silk, lace, and the sort of jewelry suitable for a young widow. Still, a sister was a sister, and I hadn’t had a letter from Blanche for a long time.

      Michaelmas . . . lease . . . retrench . . . A few words of the letter floated into view as I turned toward the retreating Guttridge. “I hadn’t heard from Lady Hastings for so long I was beginning to think I’d insulted her somehow. Or that she’s so cross over the business with Lady Odelia she couldn’t bear to write.”

      “It’s not my place to comment, of course, but I’ll admit I was wondering why there were no letters from Lady Hastings.” Guttridge gave a small, expressive sniff. It certainly wasn’t her place to comment on Blanche’s habit of sending me long letters full of criticism and unwanted sisterly advice whenever the opportunity arose, and the sniff meant she was restraining her baser instincts. But Guttridge, who had been much involved in the final, harrowing episodes of what had become known in the gutter press as the Scandal of Sir Geraint’s Darlings, knew as well as I did that Odelia had certainly provided an excuse for Blanche’s most strenuous censure. There should have been at least six letters by now.

      Guttridge departed quietly, leaving me alone in the soft golden glow of my yellow-painted morning room. It was a hot day, and patches of sunlight were already shivering on the ceiling, filtered through leaves above which I glimpsed a deep blue sky. I used Blanche’s letter to fan my face for a few moments, sighed with regret for my departed morning of comfort and entertainment, and read:

      Dearest Helena,

      I hope—indeed, I am sure—you can do me the favor I am about to ask of you. It is within your means, and as you will see, is of the utmost importance to me.

      I sighed again, more deeply. The phrase “it is within your means” meant Blanche’s favor involved money. It would be nice if this sister of mine, fourth in order of birth in our family but first in rank since she’d married a marquess, could write merely to inquire how I was faring after the tempestuous events of the last few months. But Blanche was nothing if not self-centered.

      “Although, to be fair, self-centeredness is a Scott-De Quincy trait,” I said out loud to my empty room. It was undeniable that none of my siblings had much regard for other people’s feelings, including mine. Why was I alone cursed with concern for others? It made me far too compliant—too generous, perhaps—and Blanche was particularly fond of exploiting this weakness.

      I would like you to take out a lease on my behalf, Helena, dear.

      My eyebrows rose; this was without a doubt to be Blanche’s most expensive request to date. Buying her a new dress was one thing; renting an entire house for her was generosity on quite a different scale. Of course, I alone among her siblings could afford such an expense.

      I wish you to rent Hawthorn Hall for me, preferably to start at Michaelmas.

      “Mystery upon mystery,” I murmured. Blanche loved Hawthorn Hall, which was in Broadmere, less than three miles from my house near Littleberry, but it belonged to friends of hers. Was she really proposing to live there from the end of September?

      That way I will have a few weeks to find a tenant for my house here in Tunbridge Wells. Dederick will take over the lease of Hawthorn Hall from you once he is married . . .

      Heavens. Was Blanche writing to me to announce her only child’s marriage? Perhaps she’d been too busy to write to me because she’d been securing a wife for him. I read on, faster than before.

      Dederick will take over the lease of Hawthorn Hall from you once he is married, but until he finds the right young lady, I am keen to secure the Hall for my use and his before anyone else rents it. Until I have found a tenant for my own house, I do not, as I am sure you know, have the ready cash to take on a new lease, and there is some urgency. The dear Whetmores are devoted to me, but they are eager to leave the country before the cold weather, and I can’t be entirely sure they will wait if they receive another offer.

      Now my interest was very much piqued. Why were the Whetmores leaving? But Blanche’s next sentence supplied the answer.

      I am the first to know, I believe, that they have decided to spend the winter abroad for dear Fiona’s health, which has taken a turn for the worse. You know she has always been delicate. Furthermore, Dederick feels that if he must rusticate himself, Sussex—near you and the rest of the family—is as good a place to do it as anywhere. He is not fond of Tunbridge Wells.

      No, and he wasn’t fond of Sussex either. My nephew Deddy, when not visiting some other member of the exclusive Marlborough House set, lived at his club in London. “This looks not like a nuptial,” I said aloud. “Deddy wouldn’t be retreating to the country if he’d found a rich wife, would he? This looks more like creditors.”

      I sighed for the third time, even more heavily than before. We all knew Dederick’s debts were mounting. The last thing our family needed was more trouble.

      But I needn’t have worried. Dederick has sufficient funds for the time being, but he has finally agreed that he absolutely must retrench this winter and is willing to spend some time in the country with his Mama. More importantly, the notion of preparing to look for a wife next Season is beginning to appeal to him at long last.

      Well, desperately needing cash might induce a man to listen to his mother, and Blanche had been telling him for some time that his only solution to the monumental expense of being part of the Marlborough House set, that extremely high-living social elite connected with the Prince of Wales, was to acquire a rich wife. A very rich wife. Only the wealthiest aristocrats could live on that exalted pinnacle for long without ruining themselves. It was Blanche’s fault for encouraging the boy to aim high; no wonder Odelia’s nickname for her was Lady Ambition.

      Position and fortune would be best, but fortune alone, and an amenable temper, might make for a good wife, if she is sensible enough to value the advantages of a match with a nobleman blessed with youth and good looks in addition to his excellent connections.

      I nodded. Dederick was certainly blessed with youth and good looks. He had not yet attained his twenty-fourth birthday; he had been gifted with the legendary Scott-De Quincy “air”; moreover, he had inherited the title of marquess, only one step down from a dukedom, at the age of eighteen when his father had died. With that impressive title adding to his personal allure, it wasn’t surprising he had readily been accepted into a social set that lived in an endless, expensive whirl of travel, parties, and amusements, and his youth perhaps excused him from being so easily drawn into living above his means.

      A pretty country house in our beautiful county, the family nearby, and my own title and connections will show Dederick off to his best advantage when we invite prospective brides to visit us in the balmy summer months, when all Sussex is bright with flowers and quaint charm.

      So Blanche wanted a house where she and Dederick could entertain properly. Well, that made some sense.

      There is, of course, the scandal, but Dederick and I are blameless when it comes to Odelia’s behavior, and I have done my best to distance myself while our shameless sister remained at your house. You naturally understand why this is important.

      “Hmph.” But now I grasped the main reason why I hadn’t heard from Blanche.

      Your own behavior appears to have been eccentric in the extreme—“Lady Helena Investigates” indeed, the very idea—but I have a notion that having the “investigating lady” nearby will add a certain piquancy, and it is well-known you were unaware of Odelia’s scurrilous behavior until the truth was forced upon you.

      I groaned. How well-known? And it was like Blanche to throw that newspaper headline in my face. Still, Odelia had done the right thing and gone abroad, and I supposed the gossip would die down eventually.

      And then there is the matter of the paintings for your drawing room, which are the object of curiosity of a different kind. Sir Geraint is looked upon more kindly than Odelia, as might be expected, and this crowning work of his career is eagerly anticipated.

      “Yes,” I said to my terrier, Scotty, who was snoozing at my feet. “What’s sauce for the goose is definitely not sauce for the gander in society.” It rankled somewhat that Sir Geraint, just as culpable as Odelia, was still received almost everywhere, while our sister had been obliged to retreat to Rome for the family’s sake, lest we too found doors shut in our faces. Why were men always so more readily excused? Yet I too received him, and had not canceled the half-finished commission for a splendid set of paintings for Whitcombe House’s drawing room.

      I hope to hear from you by return that you have put matters in hand with your man of business and that he will deliver an offer to the Whetmores shortly. I know it is a lot to ask that you should advance such a sum of money on my behalf, but I also know my request will cause you no hardship. I am sure, being the good sister you are, you will readily agree to help your loving,

      Blanche
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        * * *

      

      I folded Blanche’s letter and pushed it down into a pocket, then took a moment to remove a speck of something or the other from the fine black wool of my dress, now edged with black satin ribbon to indicate I was in the last three months of my mourning. Black, I had found, showed absolutely everything.

      Not that I resented showing my grief for my late husband, Justin, of course. I rose, pressing my fingers to my lips and touching them to the photograph on my desk, a rather nice one Justin had had taken before he proposed to me a mere five years ago.

      The morning room was becoming increasingly warm. Perhaps I should go to the library and summon Guttridge to discuss dresses? But I had lost interest in clothes. Where could I go? The sun would not be on the drawing room this early, and the artisans and workmen would not arrive to continue their work there for another forty minutes, so I could be private and cool. I needed to think.

      I took the drawing room key from a drawer and turned my steps toward the room destined to become Whitcombe House’s showpiece, followed by the click of claws as Scotty trailed behind me, sniffing into various corners as he proceeded.

      Yes, I could think here, within sight of the sea, brilliant turquoise in the summer sunlight. Within sight of the French coast, which showed as a vague bumpiness and haze on the far horizon.

      The large room was quiet and cool, stripped of its furniture and finishings, smelling faintly and pleasantly of sawdust and linseed oil. I sank onto the long window seat, now bare of its cushions and covered with sheeting, and caressed Scotty as he sprang up to settle near me, his head on his paws.

      “I’ll do what Blanche wants, I suppose. After all, what else do I have to do?” I asked my dog. “Wait for Fortier to come back to Sussex, if he ever does? Perhaps I’d be better off with something to keep me busy. I think I’m brooding.”

      Deep brown eyes stared back at me from a whiskery face, and I laughed—at myself as much as at my beloved terrier. “Yes, you’re right. I have some peace at last, so I ought to be able to settle down in it. But I can’t.”

      It was only three weeks since Sir Geraint’s son, Edmund, had been hanged by the neck until he was dead. Ten days since Odelia had departed for Paris, then Rome, for an indefinite period. A month since I had said goodbye to Armand Fortier in his father’s house in London, and he had kissed me.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” I realized I was running a finger back and forth across my lips while my other hand had found Blanche’s letter and was squeezing it as hard as I could.

      I pulled out the folded paper, the muscles of my jaw tightening. I had no claim on Fortier. He would leave for France as soon as his father died—and almost certainly bring back a woman who had passed as his wife in that country since the war with the Prussians thirteen years ago. And a boy who called him “Father.” Would he even want to introduce these people to the scandal-smeared Scott-De Quincys? He might remain in London. After all, he would inherit his father’s house there and could hardly live any longer with his sister and brother-in-law in Littleberry when he had a wife and child to look after.

      The light reflecting off the crystalline sea hurt my eyes. No doubt that was why my head ached and my eyelashes were wet when I closed my eyes to escape the glare.

      I could hear voices, one of them that of Dunnam, my butler. Scotty made a gruff noise to show he was alert to the new arrivals. I rose, running my fingers quickly over my eyes.

      “It’s Dunnam and the workmen, Scotty. He’s come to let them in.”

      I patted my dog reassuringly, deciding to improve the shining hour by questioning the foreman at length about the work accomplished and yet to be done. I would then write to my man of business, as Blanche had asked, instructing him to make an offer to the Whetmores to lease Hawthorn Hall. Perhaps I would summon up a shred of gratitude toward Blanche for giving me something to do. Family should come before foolish hope, before brooding on the past, and before fretting about the future. I turned my back on France, squaring my shoulders to meet the demands of the day.
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      The Whetmores seized upon my offer with alacrity. Before ten days had passed, I had visited Hawthorn Hall to refresh my memory of the property and commiserate with Fiona Whetmore on her failing health. The Hall was a pretty Jacobean manor house close to the center of Broadmere, an odd little town composed of a picturesque central area inhabited by such gentry as had not moved away, with a collection of crumbling cottages farther out, some military dwellings from the Napoleonic Wars, and an assortment of ruins poking out from the outlying fields. It was near enough to Littleberry that I could see it from my house, perched secretively on its tree-shrouded rock, mourning the loss of the harbor that had once assured its prosperity, its once-great church a half ruin.

      I had known the Whetmores, and Hawthorn Hall, since my childhood. Sir Andrew Whetmore had improved the Hall considerably in the last fifty years, and it looked sound and comfortable, arranged by Fiona with good, if rather staid, taste. It was set well back from the road on four acres of land, with a lodge—reserved for the Whetmores’ use should they return to England—and a walled kitchen garden, in addition to an orchard and adjoining field, both rented by a local farmer for his sheep. The Whetmores were fond of Blanche, who was far closer to their age than I was, and would, I was sure, be good landlords. They were the center of Broadmere’s small circle of aristocratic society, and Blanche, as a marchioness, could easily step into their place in the little town.

      “The Hall will do well for Blanche,” I told my nephew Thomas as we took tea in the green drawing room. This large room had been Thomas’s domain ever since he had moved in with me at Whitcombe, but since he was more of a brother to me than a nephew, I sought him out whenever I needed company. “She and Dederick won’t exactly be able to entertain on a grand scale since there are just eight bedrooms, but they can make a reasonable show. The reception rooms are quite large. I suppose I’ll help with the arrangement of them.”

      Thomas grinned. “I imagine Aunt B-Blanche is counting on that. You have the knack of getting the most out of a p-property. I hear from M-Mama that Uncle M-Michael is p-pleased with what you’ve done to Scott House.”

      “Yes.” I smiled ruefully. “I have improved Michael’s London house for him, and in doing so have lost his wife, my closest confidante, for the entire parliamentary session. How very ironic.” My brother Michael had decided that, since Odelia no longer lived at Scott House and I had improved its comforts, he would bring Julia and the children to London instead of staying at his club, bachelor-fashion.

      “And you’ve lost your new friend, Mrs. D-Dermody, to London as well. I suppose she’ll be b-back once her father p-passes?”

      “She says as much in her letters.” I heard far more from Gabrielle Dermody than from her brother, Armand Fortier, and that bothered me. I changed the subject.

      “Tell me about your forthcoming career as an undergraduate.” Thomas had decided to become a clergyman, which involved a belated attempt to earn a degree. “Isn’t Prince Albert Victor going to Trinity College this year?” I watched as Thomas heaped more sandwiches onto his plate. “Gerry will be pleased to have you at the same college as the Prince of Wales’s son.”

      “I d-don’t know why; I have no intention of c-cultivating his acquaintance.” Thomas frowned. “Besides, I’m n-n-not going up this Michaelmas term.”

      Having only one good hand, Thomas was in the habit of putting his plate on his lap to eat; I clicked my tongue at Scotty, who was eyeing it rather too closely, and waved my dog back into the far corner of the sofa.

      “After Easter, then? You must be nearly ready.” Thomas had been learning Greek and Latin with a tutor.

      “M-maybe. Perhaps M-Michaelmas next year. Winship says a little more study w-w-would help me g-get the most out of university.”

      I sipped my tea, gazing at my handsome nephew. “And every delay extends Winship’s term of employment.”

      “Cynic.” Thomas’s beautiful smile lit up his face. “As a m-matter of fact, P-Papa wants Winship to spend a t-t-term or two at Trinity with m-me. Just until I settle in.”

      “Very grand. A private tutor, just like the prince.” I suspected the delay, and possibly the tutor, had more to do with Gerry’s tendency to underestimate her son, but at least the prince would set a precedent.

      Thomas took a healthy gulp of tea. “So I’ll be here to see Aunt B-Blanche become the châtelaine of Hawthorn Hall. M-M-Mama says she’s already sent letters of self-congratulation to all the b-bores of B-Broadmere.”

      I snorted with amusement. “Gerry didn’t really put it that way, did she? If you’re going to be a clergyman, you had better learn to speak more tactfully. See if you can rephrase that sentence as if you were already in holy orders.”

      Our conversation became rather foolish for a few minutes as we imitated the kind of clergyman who appeared in novels, and we ended up in a fit of giggles. Scotty, never one to pass up an opportunity, brought an end to our frolics by stealing two sandwiches from Thomas’s carelessly abandoned plate.

      “All joking aside, Gerry will be glad to have you close a little longer, I think,” I said as I returned from banishing my dog to the floor, taking his place on the sofa next to Thomas. “She’s grown more fond of you lately, I swear. She’s beginning to cluck over your future ecclesiastical career like a broody hen. She probably imagines you as a bishop.”

      “Heaven forfend.” Thomas put his good arm around my shoulders and hugged me briefly. “D-don’t you start thinking I’ll have a splendid c-career. I really d-don’t want one. Just a small church, a simple vicarage, and p-p-p-perhaps, one day, a wife who won’t mind half a m-man for a husband. After all, Mr. C-Collins was a complete fool, b-but he readily found a wife.”

      I smiled in appreciation at the reference to Pride and Prejudice, but it saddened me to hear my handsome, kind, intelligent nephew refer to himself as half a man. I opened my mouth to refute the assertion, but Scotty’s whine of welcome made me realize a footman had entered. “Yes, Robert?”

      “Lady Hastings has arrived, m’lady.” Robert ignored Scotty, who had raced to sniff enthusiastically at his well-shined shoes. “Mrs. Eason is having her ladyship’s things taken to her usual room. Lady Hastings says to tell you she will be with you as soon as she’s taken off her hat.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thomas waited until Robert had left before expressing his surprise. “Were you expecting Aunt Blanche?” he asked me.

      “I was not.” I rose to my feet, dusting myself down with my hands and instinctively patting my hair to make sure it was in place. With Gerry and Blanche, more than with my other sisters, I always felt the need to present myself as well as possible or risk their criticism. “I thought Blanche was staying in Tunbridge Wells till nearly the end of September.”

      “Perhaps she’s decided to attend your birthday dinner for M-Mama after all.” Thomas began stacking plates and cups on the tea tray, eating some more of the remaining sandwiches as he did so. “Will she upset your seating arrangements? She’ll make us an odd number, won’t she?”

      “That doesn’t matter. It’s only family, and there are already more women than men.” I turned. “I think I can hear her. Goodness, it’s not like Blanche to come downstairs so quickly.”

      I moved toward the door, followed by Scotty. The green drawing room was long and relatively narrow, and we had been sitting in the middle of it, in front of the empty fireplace. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Thomas rise to his feet, a movement that caused him a little difficulty because of his lame leg and withered arm.

      The door opened, the footman announced “Lady Hastings,” and the tall, rather stout figure of my sister swept into the room. Ignoring my barking dog, she kissed my cheeks—or rather, saluted the air beside them—before stepping back.

      Blanche, Marchioness of Hastings—a title she would hold until Dederick married—had eyes of a somewhat cold pale blue. As always, her critical gaze assessed me from head to toe before she passed on to Thomas, to whom she gave the tentative embrace the family so often bestowed on him, as if he might break. Thomas showed her to the most comfortable seat, where she ensconced herself without paying much attention to him.

      “I’m having them bring more tea,” I said, and at my nod the footman stepped forward to take the tray. “Perhaps some little cakes?” I smiled at my sister. A sweet tooth was one characteristic we shared.

      Blanche did not smile back. Indeed, there was something tense about her whole bearing. We made small talk as the footman left, but I found myself making most of the effort in the conversation without garnering any clues as to why she had arrived so unexpectedly.

      It didn’t take Thomas long to deduce his presence was the problem. After a few minutes, he announced he had things to get on with and took his leave, taking Scotty with him. There was then another delay as the footman brought fresh tea and petits fours, but finally the door shut and we were alone.

      I poured tea in silence. Outside, I could hear a peacock’s mournful cry, the raucous calling of seagulls farther off, and bees buzzing among the flowers. A slight breeze stirred the air from an open window; the green drawing room, being on the north side of the house, was pleasantly cool.

      “There.” I used the small silver tongs to add a slice of lemon and handed Blanche her cup. “We won’t be overheard.” I had correctly interpreted her glance toward both ends of the room to see the doors were properly shut. “Would you like me to have them close the window? Or perhaps you could try. The handle’s rather high for me to reach.”

      Blanche raised her eyebrows at the suggestion that she, a marchioness, might close a window, but in a moment she appeared to forget my error. She leaned forward, speaking in an undertone.

      “I’m going to need your help with a . . . a dilemma, Helena. I don’t know whom else to ask—and, after all, you helped Odelia.” She frowned. “Although I’m not at all sure you didn’t make things worse, interfering as you did. I have very mixed feelings about your drawing room, given its connection with the scandal.”

      “As do we all.” She meant the principal drawing room, of course. “But in my defense, the work was already well underway, and undoing the commission would have been highly complicated and probably just as much remarked upon. We all—the whole family—thought, in the end, that we had better just make the best of it.”

      “Hmmm.” Blanche shrugged. “It doesn’t seem to be doing a great deal of harm, from what my friends say. A little disapproval here and there, but of course Sir Geraint is a man of such genius everyone seems inclined to forgive him.”

      “There will always be gossiping tongues, whatever we do,” I reminded her. “Ignoring them is the Scott-De Quincy way, isn’t it? In any event, O formally broke with Sir Geraint before she left, and as far as I can tell, he’s leading a monk-like existence at Edenholme. That’s his house in Lower Broadmere.”

      “I know.” Blanche frowned again, in annoyance this time.

      “Of course you do.” I sighed inwardly. “Work on the paintings is advancing well, as is the construction of the special frames. Does your visit today involve O or Sir Geraint or—or the decorative arts?”

      “Don’t be facetious.” Blanche’s plump lips pursed into an expression I knew well, one she might not make if she realized how it made vertical lines appear around her mouth. She would turn forty-one in November, and as with Gerry, I had no memory of her living at Hyrst with us. I had not yet reached the age of three when she married her marquess, Francis, and Dederick had been born before my fourth birthday. In many ways, I barely knew either of them.

      “I’m not trying to amuse myself at your expense,” I said with as much patience as I could muster. “Something’s worrying you, and I do wish you’d get on and tell me. I’d be happy to help if I can. It’s not Hawthorn Hall, is it? I have matters well in hand there.”

      “It’s not the Hall.” Blanche’s face seemed to crumple for a moment. I caught a glimpse of a different woman—older and more anxious than she usually looked—but then she appeared to get a grip on herself. “The Hall will allow Dederick to make a good show of it before and after the Season. Several of my friends in Broadmere have promised good hunting for his guests, even if they’re new people. They probably will be new people; I’m thinking of Americans, of course.”

      “Of course.” Americans, as Gerry so often remarked, were everywhere these days, fueled by fortunes from the grain and cattle that had taken away so much of England’s trade and by the railway and property money created by their own fabulous expansion westward, an entire country building itself before our eyes. They came to Europe to buy up its clothes, its art, its grand estates, and, increasingly, the heirs to its noble titles.

      “If Dederick stops moving in exalted circles for a little while,” Blanche continued, “he should be able to afford a decent carriage and a matched pair of bays. He already has two excellent hunters and two beautiful horses for cutting a dash on Rotten Row during the Season.”

      “He’s certainly handsome, and one can’t fault his title.” I smiled encouragingly at Blanche. “From what I hear, he’s an expert rider and a good shot. Does he dance well?”

      “Like an angel.” At last, a real smile spread over Blanche’s face. “I’m hoping to find a girl who’s in London for her first Season, perhaps one whose parents are looking for an aristocratic lady to present her at court. Apparently, that’s a marvelous way to get oneself acquainted with the Americans. Her parents will often buy this lady a new dress or two as a sort of thank-you gift. A new arrival, who hasn’t yet formed any opinions, will be the best catch. Dederick can dazzle her with his personal attributes and her parents with his connections to the royal family.”

      Her voice had risen to its usual stridency as she set out her plans, but then the quite different look stole back over her face and she leaned toward me. Her next words were spoken so softly I had to pay close attention to catch them.

      “But there’s a problem, and this is where I need your help. I daren’t tell Gerry.”
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      “So tell me.” I also lowered my voice and leaned in confidentially. “You know I’ll be discreet.”

      “It’s too horrid. I can’t think where to begin.” To my surprise and dismay, Blanche’s eyes suddenly brimmed and tears trickled down her cheeks. “Oh, I can’t—I can’t. If Gerry were ever to find out . . .”

      For the first time, I felt genuine alarm. “What does it have to do with Gerry? And what would she do anyway? She loves you. The two of you have always been closer to one another than to any of the rest of us. The twins may be a little closer in age to Gerry, but they were always in their own world; Mama said Gerry was like a little mother to you.” I smiled tremulously, hoping I could make Blanche feel better. I had never seen her so upset, not even when Francis died.

      “Gerry would be so cross.” Blanche sniffed. “You know what she’s like. The shame of telling her . . . Worse than anything Odelia’s done . . .”

      Blanche’s words had become indistinct as she dissolved into tears again, but that was the gist of it, I thought. An idea was forming in my mind about what could be worse than Odelia’s behavior. Justin had once said something about Dederick that I’d discounted at the time, but I’d never forgotten it, just hoped he wasn’t right.

      Blanche took in a big gulp of air and visibly stiffened her backbone. She swallowed twice, and when she spoke again, her voice was more normal.

      “I’m not sure if I can even make you understand. Ladies do not usually know such things.” She shuddered, her cheeks flushing vermilion. “Dederick had to explain it to me. That I should have to hear such a thing from my only boy.”

      I was becoming more and more certain Justin had been right. I put my hand on Blanche’s.

      “I am a married woman, Blanche, dear. Or I was. I’m not blind to the ways of the world. Justin was rather fond of scandals, and not at all hesitant about explaining certain . . . matters . . . to me. He had a theory that, once married, women should not be innocent fools. He felt it was a husband’s duty to enlighten them.”

      “How unpleasant.” Blanche’s face assumed an expression I knew all too well, disdainful and quick to judge, just like Gerry. “But then . . . we have wondered, Gerry and I, whether you were entirely as innocent as a girl should have been. When you were young, I mean, and there was Daniel. We thought at the time Mama was worried about you.”

      Now it was my turn to redden; Blanche’s shot had come near the gold. “I was a virgin on my wedding night,” I hastened to assure her. “Daniel and I were impatient to marry; we were very young, and our blood was hot, and we had already talked about eloping if Mama and Papa didn’t give their permission, but I was still a virgin. Though perhaps not entirely innocent.”

      But it was Justin who had made sure there was nothing I didn’t at least know in theory. Had he done wrong? Certainly, obeying the Apostle Paul’s injunction to think only on pure and virtuous things occasionally required some effort; but sometimes, as now, a little worldly knowledge was helpful. I hastened to bring the conversation back to the subject of Blanche’s son and thus deflect her from prying further into my past.

      “In any case, we’re not discussing me. Are you trying to tell me Dederick . . .” I searched for the right words, “prefers the company of other men?”

      Blanche’s irises were an even colder blue than usual, in contrast to the tear-reddened whites of her eyes. Now they were trained on me with an expression that would once have made me quail. Clearly hardened by the events of the last two years, I gave her back as good a glare as I was receiving.

      “I am inexpressibly shocked at your assumption that my son prefers—” Blanche choked on her words. “And that you are blaming your dear departed husband, of all people, for your depravity of mind⁠—”

      “Would you rather I screamed and fainted?” I was not prone to losing my temper with my sisters, but I could feel myself beginning to simmer with irritation. “You’re asking for my help, so I’m making it easier for you by admitting I know something of such matters instead of acting like a hypocrite. Justin told me that such men exist and that they often marry anyway. Although,” a new thought struck me, “it would be rather unfair to your putative American heiress, wouldn’t it? Is that your dilemma?”

      My words appeared to strike Blanche dumb for the space of twenty seconds, but then she recovered. “Dederick’s not such men.” She looked quite distraught, and I began to feel sorry for her again. “He has sworn to me it was with just the one boy—at school—that matters went beyond mere affection.” She choked again.

      And you believe that? trembled on my lips, but I mastered the impulse to speak my mind. I reached out my hands to Blanche again, imprisoning her somewhat large right hand between my two small ones.

      “I’m sorry I’m making assumptions. I was just trying to help you get over the difficulty of telling me. There’s obviously more to it than simply something that happened, what, five years ago?”

      “Six.” Blanche took a deep breath. “It was the year before Francis died, during the time my poor dear husband was so ill.” The hand in mine relaxed a little. “Of course there’s more to it. The creature is apparently still a friend of Dederick’s, or at least is one of the Marlborough House set.” She began to speak very fast. “He told him he was planning to marry, and he says he will reveal all if he becomes engaged to a woman, and you have to dissuade him.”

      I mentally worked my way through the he’s and him’s before speaking. “So you’re saying,” I said slowly, “this man has threatened to make their former . . . friendship . . . public if Dederick gets engaged to be married? And you want me to somehow ensure he doesn’t carry out his threat?”

      “Isn’t that what I just said?” Blanche’s voice rose to a strangled squeak.

      “I was merely making sure I understood correctly.” I frowned. “Why would this man make their . . . their goings-on public and risk scandal for himself? He can’t possibly be serious.”

      “Dederick thinks he is. He says he’s reckless—unbalanced—capable of anything.”

      And how on earth was I supposed to even begin to prevent him? “May I ask his name since we’ve come this far?”

      “It’s Arthur Southgate-Haigh.” Blanche sniffed. “They always were a terribly peculiar family. There was that older brother who shot himself; there was some scandal around his suicide about a servant—a male servant. It was a mercy, if you ask me, because Johnnie—the second brother—will inherit the title when his father dies, and he at least appears to be happily married. Six children, I believe.”

      I remembered the scandal of the older brother; in fact, I remembered being introduced to the older generation of the Southgate-Haigh family shortly after it happened, during my first Season. They had possibly wanted me for Johnnie, a dreadfully dull young man. The Southgate-Haighs were a rather important family with several titles, the one that Johnnie would inherit being very grand indeed. On the strength of such splendid prospects, he had been engaged by September, to my relief. I didn’t remember Lord Arthur, but of course he would have been very young then.

      “I’m not acquainted with Lord Arthur,” I pointed out to Blanche. “It sounds as if you may know him. Why can’t you talk to him?”

      “If I thought myself capable of dealing with such a matter, do you think I would have turned to you?” Blanche spoke in a stage whisper in an effort to control her temper. “If Francis were alive, he’d have horsewhipped the boy. If your Justin were alive, I could have asked him to act on my behalf.”

      “What about Ned?” Gerry’s husband would certainly know what to do.

      “I can’t possibly ask Ned. He tells Gerry everything, and I just won’t have her know.” There was an expression of something like fear in Blanche’s eyes; as close as she was to Gerry, their relationship had always been an unequal one.

      “But what qualifies me?” I asked. I sensed I was beginning to weaken.

      Blanche’s eyes narrowed. “Your recent experiences, of course. You’ve been gallivanting around, mixing yourself up with suicides and pox-ridden servants and adulterers and that French physician who turns out to be a duke. Your remarks about my dear boy show that this irregular life of yours is coarsening your fibers—and now you tell me poor dear Justin taught you every sin in the book.”

      “Told me about them—it’s not the same thing,” I retorted, a little sulkily.

      “Be that as it may, you have changed.” Blanche stared at me for a moment, then plunged on. “And I’m asking you—begging you—to help me. From one widow to another, if you must. You could at least try writing to Lord Arthur for me.”
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      Blanche’s words hung in the air while I searched for the right thing to say. I wanted to help Dederick—and Blanche—of course I did. But I saw Blanche’s “dilemma” somewhat differently than she did, and I was eager to secure some promises before proceeding.

      “I can’t, in all conscience, write to Lord Arthur without talking to Dederick first,” was the outward conclusion of my inward reasoning. “You’ll have to get him to come here. As women, we can’t go to his club to talk to him, and I don’t suppose you’ll want me in Tunbridge Wells with you so busy getting ready to move.” Blanche had never invited me to stay with her anyway. “I insist on discussing the matter with him in person—and in private, without you present—and on being sure I’m in possession of all the facts before doing such an impertinent thing as writing to a man I don’t know about a most intimate facet of his personality. Those,” I continued loudly in the face of Blanche’s obviously impending objections, “are my conditions.”

      “I’m hardly accustomed to ordering my son around,” Blanche objected. “He is a marquess⁠—”

      “—who has blotted his copybook and needs to be called to account.” I spoke over her words and continued without allowing her to reply. “Those are the sole conditions under which I will do as you ask. And if you want me to help you win him an American heiress for a bride once the matter of Lord Arthur is cleared up, I also insist we tell her about Dederick’s . . . youthful indiscretion.”

      “But it’s quite usual to gloss over a young man’s past.” Blanche glared at me. “Of course, I can’t expect a barren woman to understand a mother’s feelings on such a matter as this. If you had a son, you’d know young men will do untoward things—sow their oats, as the saying goes—and if every man had to confess his peccadilloes, there’d be far fewer society weddings.”

      Or fewer peccadilloes. “This is a bit more serious than sowing a few oats with a willing housemaid,” I pointed out. “It’s against the law for one thing, if I remember rightly what Justin told me.” I squeezed Blanche’s hand. “Look, as far as I’m concerned, Dederick’s past should be forgiven and forgotten. He’s still very young, and from what Justin told me, such things happen at boarding school. But a girl—an eligible young lady in her first Season, as you want her to be—deserves our protection for the sake of our common womanhood, doesn’t she? I’ll help you put the best face on things, but I won’t help you manage the deception of an innocent woman.”

      There was a long silence, during which I allowed the sting of Blanche’s reminder of my childless state to dissipate. I was used to my family imagining I was barren since they didn’t know what I—and Fortier, since he’d been Justin’s physician—knew.

      Eventually, Blanche, who had withdrawn her hand from mine and sat back in her chair, gave a curt nod of the head. “I will tell Dederick to come here at his earliest convenience.”

      “Thank you.”

      Another long silence ensued while I struggled for something to say. I absolutely did not want to continue the subject of Dederick for a minute longer before I’d talked to him.

      “We should discuss Hawthorn Hall, I suppose, now you’re here,” I said at last. “But tell me—do you intend to stay for Gerry’s birthday dinner on Sunday? It’s just family.”

      “I’ll have to stay till Dederick visits, I suppose.” Blanche, who had previously told Gerry she was too busy this year, looked apprehensive. “Gerry will think I’m being lazy.”

      “Then let her. We’ll tell her you couldn’t bear not to celebrate her birthday with her, and I’m sure that’s also true.”

      I smiled, trying to bring a little cheerfulness back into the summer afternoon; after all, Blanche was my guest. “Let’s make a real fuss of Gerry, shall we? We all need some happiness after the last few months.”
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      “To Gerry!”

      My eldest sister’s finely molded features did not lend themselves easily to a broad smile, but they were certainly radiant as she nodded her appreciation to the assembled guests. There were nine of us, eight standing with outstretched arms holding glasses of hock, while Gerry remained seated in the place of honor. Thomas sipped his wine and grinned mischievously.

      “M-may I say, M-Mama, you are just as beautiful on your forty-ninth birthday as I remember you on your twenty-n-ninth. It’s one of my earliest m-memories, you know,” he said to the rest of us as we reseated ourselves. “My n-n-nursemaid carried me into the dining room at Hyrst with Lydia and Auntie Helena skipping along in front of us in p-pink dresses, hand in hand. And then M-Michael had a tantrum, and G-Grandmama sent all us children away without a taste of d-dessert. She had some sent to the n-nursery later, but n-n-not before Lydia and Helena had been thoroughly c-cross with Michael.”

      “Poor Uncle Michael. We were cross with him far too often,” said my niece Lydia, whom marriage and motherhood had mellowed. “I hope he and Aunt Julia are happy at Scott House with the children. How nice to think the old place is being used properly, not just Aunt Odelia rattling around in it with her paintings.”

      Gerry raised her eyebrows at the mention of Odelia, but Ned, always quick to spot an arch remark brewing in his wife’s eyes, headed it off neatly.

      “Sensible to use Scott House in such a pleasant August, with no disease in London for once. It’ll give the children and Julia a change of scene, and it’s time young James at least saw the Houses of Parliament. After all, he’ll be in the Lords one day. He ought to know something about his father’s work and his own future career.”

      “I hear Scott House is a sight more comfortable than it was, thanks to Aunt Helena.” Lydia’s husband, Sir John Durber, raised his glass to me.

      “And better run.” Ned chuckled.

      The thread of the conversation escaped me as I nodded to Dunnam, who made a sign to the footmen to serve the boiled salmon with caper sauce and brill with shrimp sauce. Our second course and entrées would mostly be game, although I had chosen dishes of duck and curried lobster especially for Gerry. The third course would abound with raspberries, peaches, and mulberries, all much to my sister’s taste.

      Outside the windows, a pink sky glowed, casting its light on the diners and making my sisters look younger, almost as if we had all grown up together. We were a diminished family group without Michael and Julia, not to mention Odelia, and with Michael absent, the conversation was less political than usual. That was fine with me; it was going to be a pleasant family dinner, with little prospect of an argument. I served myself a small piece of brill with anticipatory enjoyment.

      We had reached the second course—haunch of venison, leveret pie, and capon à la financière since Gerry liked it—before Gerry broke her news.

      “I’ve received a letter, Helena. From a most unexpected relative. Can you guess who it might be?” There was an oddly expectant look on her face.

      “I have absolutely no idea,” I said. “Who?”

      “Jonathan Murray-Jones.”

      My heart gave a small, rather painful lurch at a name I had not heard for a decade. Jonathan was Daniel’s brother, the elder by three years; they were both distant cousins of ours on our mother’s side. I had only seen him once, when he visited Hyrst to take his leave of Daniel before joining his regiment in India, and it was perhaps the sudden, vivid memory of the three of us talking together that caused the pain. I remembered Daniel’s voice wavering between gruffness and boyish high notes as he pelted Jonathan with questions.

      Those had been happy days for me. Daniel’s envy of his brother’s imminent departure had not spoiled the excitement of having a hussar in full uniform in our midst. I had thought Jonathan magnificent.

      By that time, Daniel had been living with us for almost half a year and had befriended me, a child of twelve, in a brotherly way that fulfilled the yearning within me for a sensible sibling—Michael was anything but—who was, unlike my sisters, close to me in age. Our friendship had been based on a shared love of adventure stories, and after Jonathan had left, Daniel had pulled books about India down from the library shelves and sworn he too would join an Indian regiment as soon as he was old enough. But we had fallen in love by the time I was sixteen, and Daniel had delayed his plans until we could be married.

      And then, when I was almost seventeen and our marriage—perhaps our elopement—seemed inevitable, Daniel had died. The ten-year anniversary of the worst moment of my youth had been in May, when I had been busy with Odelia’s troubles. I had marked it with a brief visit to the orchard at Hyrst, to gaze at the spot where Daniel had collapsed onto the rough grass in front of me.

      Ten years of being pounced upon by my memories of that time had hardened me, and I was able to reply to Gerry with perfect calmness. “Jonathan? Why was he writing to you?”

      “He stayed with us after Daniel died,” Ned’s voice rumbled out. “They gave him compassionate leave—arrived too late for the funeral, of course. He wanted to pay his respects to you, but Alix sent word you were too distraught and not to be disturbed.”

      “I never knew.”

      I realized my sisters—Gerry at the end of the table, Alice and Annette opposite me, and Blanche at my side—were all looking at me with the expression I remembered well from my long days of melancholy. As if I were an object of pity, not only for my grief but for crumbling so completely under the first trial of my life. As if I’d become half-witted. Was something of the Helena of that period showing on my face?

      I straightened in my chair and spoke crisply. “Do give him my regards, Gerry. I hope he’ll call on me if he visits England someday. Is he still with his regiment?”

      Now Gerry looked almost triumphant. “He’s coming to stay with us. His request is to come straight here when his ship docks, which looks like tomorrow or the day after, from the shipping reports. He’s on long leave from his regiment. It’s short notice, of course, but there’s plenty of room at Four Square. Won’t it be nice to see him? Shall I tell him to call on you whenever he wishes?”

      Her tone suggested Jonathan was a special treat for her little sister, as if she’d thought up a surprise for my benefit. The impression was reinforced by Alice and Annette, who had arranged their identical faces into identical expressions of delight and were clapping their hands.

      “You will be pleased to see him, Helena, dear!”

      “What a treat to have an officer of hussars in Littleberry⁠—”

      “—fresh from India⁠—”

      “Is he still handsome, do you think?”

      “I do hope he wears his uniform.”

      As usual, I had no idea which twin had said what. I smiled at the gathering in general and made sure to sound enthusiastic.

      “Of course it will be splendid to see Jonathan.”

      “He’s a captain now.” Ned grinned. “Captain the Honorable J.S.T. Murray-Jones. Such a mouthful—took up most of the envelope when I wrote back to him. He was a conceited pup when last seen; I wonder what ten more years of bullying the natives on behalf of Her Majesty’s government have added?”

      Gerry rolled her eyes. “You always assume the worst, Ned. He says he’s traveling alone, without a servant,” she informed me, “so he’ll be very little trouble.”

      Another flash of teeth showed between Ned’s mustache and beard. “We’ll be spared the usual native servant, concocting curries and upsetting the domestic staff. Cook is perfecting her kedgeree as a token of gratitude. We had some this morning; it’s rather good.”

      “Is he not married?” The question came from Blanche, who had interrupted her gossip with Lydia to listen.

      “He isn’t.” Ned dispatched a bite of venison before continuing. “Could be wife-hunting, I suppose, although I thought India was full of young ladies trying to catch an officer. Perhaps not so much since the Mutiny.”

      He flicked a quick glance at Gerry, who ostentatiously turned her attention to her capon, and smiled at me.

      “He’ll be in his early thirties now. Just the time of life when a man thinks of settling down, eh? Gerry will be in her element introducing a new young man to the county. I hope he’s as presentable as he was ten years ago.”
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      Gerry’s birthday dinner took place on Sunday evening. On Tuesday, I received a note from her informing me Jonathan had arrived safely at Four Square.

      I had been keeping myself busy with my herbs, perhaps to distract myself from the odd impression I’d been having that I’d wandered back through the thin veil of time that separated the widow of Whitcombe House from the Helena Scott-De Quincy of the 1870s. Had those girlish feelings really been slumbering so lightly it took the mere mention of a Murray-Jones to awaken them? Of course, I had once spent every day praying fervently for the moment when I would be known as “Lady Helena Murray-Jones” to come quickly . . .

      On Wednesday morning, I awoke unusually early and decided to seize the day.

      “I’ll be fine by myself,” I said to Guttridge as she helped me into a loose wrapper. “You and Tilda can help me sort everything later, but I rather like the prospect of an hour or two spent cutting herbs before breakfast, all alone. It’s such a glorious morning. I’m expecting a caller this afternoon, so I should make the most of it.”

      “I’ll have your bath and breakfast ready when you come in,” Guttridge said placidly. “You’re right that we should gather in as much as possible before the weather changes. After all, it’s almost September. What about your hair?”

      “Just twist it up into a chignon—don’t fuss with it. It’ll end up full of dust and bits of leaf anyway. We’ll wash it today.”

      “I’ll have Taylor send an under-gardener along with trugs and twine.”

      “Good, thank you.” I turned round to look for Scotty. “Stop yawning, you lazy dog. We’re going to get a little early morning fresh air and exercise.”

      It was very fresh air, cool and with the tang of the sea, and the light had the beautiful, even quality one associates with September, showing how near that month was now. My walled herb garden was bright with late flowers and the fresh green regrowth from where we had been harvesting over the summer.

      The air inside the walled enclosure was heady with the scents of mint and lemon verbena and rosemary, other fragrances arising as I brushed against foliage while working. I snipped and tied industriously, pausing only occasionally to watch a butterfly or hoverfly, while Scotty dashed around after imaginary rabbits. The trugs the gardeners had lined up in rows near the gate filled with bound bundles of leaves and flowers.

      A group of seagulls took up residence on the wall as I worked, presumably to observe me in case I showed any sign of having food on my person. Naturally, they soon became embroiled in a bout of what Justin called “competitive shouting”; after about twenty minutes of listening to the racket, I abandoned my scissors and went to the garden gate to find a broom to chase them off. Where was Scotty when I needed him?

      I rounded a corner, my head down since I was brushing leaf debris off my wrapper, and collided with a man walking toward me.

      “I beg your pardon.” I looked up, expecting a gardener.

      It took me a moment to realize who it must be. The clue to the mystery resided in the deep, even tan of his skin, a most un-English hue; the hands that were steadying me were strong and square, the fingernails showing white against bronze. At his feet was Scotty, his silver plume of a tail waving happily; why hadn’t he barked? Of course, he might have done. I wouldn’t have heard a thing above the noise of the dratted gulls.

      “I do beg your pardon,” I said again, stepping back. “I should have been watching where I was going. Are you—are you Captain Murray-Jones?”

      He smiled, his teeth white and straight in his tanned face. “I probably shouldn’t be in your garden. For you must be Lady Helena Whitcombe, grown up from the little girl I remember.”

      “Cousin Helena, please.” I looked down at my right hand, which was stained green since I had left my gloves somewhere, decided it would have to do, and held it out to him. He shook it and then, with a laugh, kissed it briefly. I became suddenly conscious of my wrapper and the fact that my front hair was losing its curl. Scotty, who generally liked
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