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FOREWORD


Mrs. Alma (Webb) Bennett co-authored her memoir with her associate Grant Abernathy, under the pseudonym M. A. Grant.


Mrs. Bennett is a most peculiar figure both in life and fiction, and Grant Abernathy’s attempts to sanitise her character do not go unnoticed. Her personal accounts, while potentially entertaining, should not be considered an example of upright moral standing and poise; they are almost too indecent for polite society. She is perhaps influenced by the lax and dissolute younger generations, a common hazard for those in her position. We have found many of her sentiments to be unwomanly, unpatriotic, and potentially inciting rebellion, and at such a tumultuous time in our history. Abernathy’s foray into anti-war journalism may have influenced her, and though she is entitled to her beliefs, we caution the reader to take her message with a grain of salt.
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For Michael A. G. Bennett; for my children; for you, dearest reader; for myself.
My dear reader,

I am Alma T. Bennett. You surely know me as the meek and elusive Alma Webb, from Grant Abernathy's book  Lord Bennett Of Ashwood Hall. It is with great joy and bittersweet gratitude that I might share my life with you, as a woman, a nurse, a mother, and a wife.

I would also address the strange rumours about Grant Abernathy and me, a fire which will undoubtedly be stoked by our shared pseudonym. For some reason, it has been circulating that he and I are involved in a more than friendly way; in the first place, what a flippant thing to suggest! Secondly, there is nothing illicit between the two of us. We are as dear as friends can be, and that is the end of it. Michael called him his brother, and I consider him mine. That aside, Grant and I both have no desire to remarry. His amorous— nearly scandalous descriptions of me are from my husband's writing, and had already been considerably distilled to be palatable for all readers. It could not be helped that Michael found me irresistible from the start.

It was Autumn who begged Grant to write about her father. His book is derived from Michael Bennett's extensive journals, which he acquired with my permission, but not before I pulled out the entries that I considered too personal for anyone else's eyes. It is a mostly accurate account of his life, but many liberties have been taken. I cannot fault him for that, as the goal of an author is to spin a compelling narrative, and of course, there are some details he had to fabricate when he was unsure. I have read every draft, and he sought my approval every step of the way. Truthfully, Grant, Michael, and I all three authored the book. That being said, if I feel that something must be cleared up or addressed, I will do so to the best of my knowledge. And if you are not familiar with any of these names, then I shall be more than happy to tell you all about them, though I cannot recommend the original material enough! I say, you should read Lord Bennett Of Ashwood Hall, take a few days to digest it, and come back.

Reading Grant's book was something of a spiritual pilgrimage for me. First, let me say that it is an honour to have been portrayed by him. I saw myself plain as day in his writing, and reflected upon my youth. Figures of my past had been brought back to life. Moreover, I saw myself through Michael's eyes— and Grant's pen, of course.

I will try to explain everything in chronological order, though my mind wanders these days.
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OF THE WEBBS AND THE CONNORS
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I was born into an ordinary country life, to a small middle class family, in 1869. There is just my brother and me. I was the last, because Mama could not have any more children after me. Sometimes, I wondered if she was mad at me for this. She always said she wanted three or four, but also, "one of each is good enough for me."

The life of a common rural labourer is not easy, but simple:

Women marry, make puddings, and keep having babies until we die. Men sire our children and toil away in the fields until their bodies break down, and then the children take our place. We submit to the Sisyphusian doldrums of life until death finally takes us. And I was fine with living that way.

The details of my parents are much softer in Grant's book. He was only writing what he could see, and Michael did not know them as I did.

For the most part, he saw them as very pleasant and hard-working people, and indeed, they were. There was also far more than that.

My mama, Ellen Beatrice Connor, was born in London to Irish immigrants, in 1843. My `  grandmother Helen was fifteen when she ran away with my grandfather Elisha Connor, who was eighteen years her senior. Elisha was her father's hired man, and he took her to England without her parents' knowledge. Their first child, my aunt Eliana, was born right before they married, and they lived in one room. The others are Ellen, Erinn, Elisabeth, Eileen, and Diana— yes, there were six, not five, and two stillbirths. Diana drowned before she was a year old.

Mama told me about it ever since I was three, any time I was near the smallest body of water. Diana climbed into the wash tub when Helen had passed out from exhaustion while washing. She fell and could not right herself, and drowned quickly and quietly with linens on her face, before anyone noticed. Eliana shook and screamed Helen awake, and the hysterics spread to the rest of the inmates. When Elisha came home, he beat and berated the lot of them for not keeping an eye on the baby he didn't even want, including little Eileen, who was only four.

I never met Elisha, but nobody had anything good to say about him, except Eliana. He was always drunk and could not keep a job for very long, which he blamed on his Irish background, and took this feeling of injustice out on his girls. He frequently held Helen’s face over a hot stove when she incurred his wrath, and forced her to keep having babies in the hopes of producing a son, but complained about the many mouths to feed. After Diana's birth, he swore that the next girl presented to him would be thrown into the Thames. Eliana was his favourite, being the firstborn. That favour gradually diminished down the line, and likely would have continued to decrease until he obtained his prized male heir.

Fate checked him before that happened. It was found out that he had an intact marriage in Ireland, and was arrested for bigamy, on top of the debts that he'd fled to England in an attempt to escape. He died in prison before my mother became an adult.

Helen was almost equally unpleasant. I never saw much of her, because she wanted little to do with me, and she was always quarrelling with her daughters— sometimes escalating to violence. I suppose the strain she was under drove her mad. We knew it, and we pitied her... from a distance.

She had neglected to teach her girls many things about grooming and hygiene. They taught themselves how to brush their hair, and all had to learn about their bodies through their own experiences, which is how Erinn was surprised with my cousin Sarah. Nobody but God knows who her father is.

Still, Helen worked several jobs in order to keep the children in school until they were at least twelve. By the time my mother was fourteen, Helen remarried, to a banker named Benjamin Howard, a widower with two sons. He was friendly to Helen's daughters, and actually took more interest in the grandchildren than she did. Sarah was Helen's favourite grandchild, possibly even the only one she liked— after all, with no man claiming paternity, there was no outside force to interfere in her clan.

In her adolescence, my mother was a tomboy who was quick with her fists, but she loved fine clothes, which she had very little of while growing up. She avidly collected fashion plates for most of her life, some of which decorated the walls of her home for decades to come. I was told that she'd taken apart and remade the same dress seven times in ten years.

When she turned nineteen, she took up work as a seamstress, and began to attend a girl's college, paying for her tuition one stitch at a time. She was the first lady in my family to go to college, but she was not there for long, because then she met my father.

Henry Titus Webb was the youngest of four children, born in 1838, to fairly wealthy farmers in Yorkshire. The oldest is Sophia, an aunt who is doting, but puts on airs. His father was Ronald Ernest Webb, a minister, and Margaret Marie Baker-Webb was the perfect housewife, or at least made sure everyone saw her that way. My father began preaching in his hometown, yet saw medicine as his calling. Against Margaret's wishes, but with Ronald's blessing, he went to London and studied day and night to become a physician at twenty-one, then joined the military to work as a surgeon for three years.

He had many wondrous stories to tell about his travels, but truthfully, he was deeply ashamed of his military service, believing he was manipulated. In his opinion, Britain's wars were unChristian, and not nearly as noble as they were painted to entice men to enlist. They planted him in India, and some high-ranking officers forbid him to treat them with the same tools he'd used on a native.

While he was there, he met and befriended Samuel Bennett, a very young officer of noble birth, and the eventual father of Michael Bennett. This would be his only contribution to society. More on that later.

The disillusioned Henry Webb returned to London at twenty-five and met my mother, who was of course twenty. They married in his parents’ house within only two months of meeting, and remained in London until shortly before I was born.

Some of his relatives disapproved of the union, due in part to my mother's Irish background. They viewed the Connors as brash, proudly uneducated drunkards who had too many children. I'm sorry to say that some of them did not disappoint. I suppose when you are told that you are one specific thing all of your life, you either defy it for all you're worth, or begin to believe it yourself.

In turn, many of Mama's relatives didn't like the Webbs. Helen especially hated Papa because she believed he made her abandon her Catholic roots— not so; it was her choice.

The Connors were quick to punish, but not to guide or correct, yet unmatched in affection when they wanted to be sweet. The Webbs as a whole were agreeable people who were slow to anger and patient to discipline, but not very affectionate at all. Both were unyielding in their approach, believing it to be the best for all children. In my wee little girl brain, I thought these were the only two ways to raise a child.

Likewise, Papa was very patient, but a cold father. He worked hard and was friendly, but rarely had time for us. He was not a warm and comforting person, even though you knew he was a good enough man who wanted the best for you. At least, you could usually count on him to be stable and consistent. I think he allowed himself only three or four strong emotional reactions per year, good or bad. Mama claimed that the only two times he had ever cried were when my brother and I were born. When I asked what she sought in him to begin with, she said that he had "a cool head about him."

Well, he did when he was sober.

The real reason she made him give up day drinking was because though he functioned and continued to provide, he often shouted when he was drunk. When he drank, everything was a big deal, and he yelled passionately as if he was delivering a powerful fire and brimstone sermon— over something as small as a chipped glass. I think it reminded Mama of her father.

My earliest memory of him drinking is maybe when I was four or five.

It was about ten o'clock, and I left my room for a sip of water. Mama always told me never to leave my room at night if I smelled alcohol. This warning rang in my ears and chilled my blood, but I tiptoed onward, led to the kitchen by a faint lamp.

He was bent over a newspaper. His eyes were very red, and I felt that if I looked into them, I would be burned.

"It's horrid," he mumbled. "It almost makes one regret bringing children into this world."

"You regret having us?" I asked, as my tiny brain could not understand nuance yet.

"No, no," he sighed, swirling his beverage around. "I say, you are the last hope for the world— you and your brother. You are too bright and too good for this life. They will not understand you, and will despise you for telling the truth, exactly as they did with Christ himself. They don't understand our intellect. Hellfire! They are destined for hellfire, all of them! All must repent: even you, if you want to be spared!"

I trembled and shrank into the doorway.

He smiled, and set down the glass, and his flaming red eyes were not quite so frightening.

"What is it that you wanted, child?"

"Nothing," I lied, though my mouth was so dry that my teeth stuck to my lips.

"Then why are you out of bed?" he leaned forward, and in that single gesture, my little body sensed danger.

"I'm thirsty. I want some water," I confessed.

"Well, that's all you had to say!" he stood very suddenly, and made a series of robotic movements throughout the kitchen, and he finally produced a glass of cool water.

"Drink," he ordered, and though I no longer wanted it, I was compelled to drink the entire glass standing right there.

"Back to sleep, then," he took the glass from me and steered me towards the hall. My unshod feet glided over the polished wood floor with that last push into the darkness.

The next thing I remember is the cold as Mama snatched the linens off of me and scolded me for wetting the bed. The verbal lashing continued to the dining table, and Papa said nothing to her nor I, possibly incapacitated by his headache, with his nose in a mug of burnt coffee.

I was told that alcohol does not change you, and it is not laced with demons, but merely brings out all of the parts of you that you repress— and I believe it. When Mama got drunk (this rarely happened— I only saw it once), she cursed her mother's name and wished she was never born. When Papa got drunk, it surfaced his fierce and unrelenting drive to correct anything he thought was wrong. As for my husband... he was probably more sober drunk than dry.

My brother James never touched alcohol.

When no longer permitted to drink to excess, Papa began smoking. Mama smoked, too. Sometimes, he would whistle as he blew smoke through the big gap in his front teeth, and say he was a train. When I was five years old, it was the funniest thing in the world!

After my parents separated, Mama moved to the next town, and James and I were passed between the two of them. We spent most of our time with her.

Am I angry about my father's adultery? I did not comprehend it until I was maybe nine or ten. I suppose I was disappointed in his conduct, but it did not affect how he functioned as a parent, so I did not hold it against him. It was between him and my mother— and God.

I grew up with two mothers— or at least, that's how it felt when I was very young. Subconsciously, I split her into two people. My mother went through many periods of great stress when I was growing up, because a seamstress was not in high demand out in the country; every woman who had the money knew how to sew, anyway. She went to a larger town to do laundry and any sewing work she could take, and she came home late and quite vexed. If I was in her path when that happened, she would often find some way to vent that fury on me. I remember vividly when I was about nine years old: I was trying to quietly make myself a cup of tea early in the morning, and I dropped my cup, not knowing that she was coming downstairs as I did it. She shouted at me, because I had no respect for her things, and I couldn't do anything right. I was bent over to pick up the pieces when she started shouting, but she sent me outside to clean up the mess herself, since she did everything around the house, anyway.

And when I came back in maybe an hour later, she was gay as a songbird, asking if I wanted to go pick berries with her! It was as if she had no recollection of her previous moods, and when they were mentioned to her, she always insisted they were not as bad as I made them out to be, so now, I'm really not sure anymore. All I know is that I was always vigilant.

When she was in an agreeable mood, I was an angel who held the family together. When she was at her worst, so was I; I could either do no right by her, or no wrong.

Associates never saw these two halves of her, for she was a master at composing herself for company— almost as if she was not two, but three people. I always wondered how she did it, but soon I had to mimic her. I could not afford to show weakness or shed tears, or she would interrogate me, and judge for herself whether I cried with good reason.

She often told me that I was too "soft," and that fear and distress were a natural part of life; I'd accepted that as the truth, but I believed that my mother was supposed to be my one refuge from such things— for that was what she called herself.

For a long time, I could never be sure whether she would breathe fire or smother me. I had to keep my head down and read the room in order to protect myself, but sometimes it wasn't enough. It was difficult to reconcile these strange feelings. I felt that to feel safe, I had to reject both of my mothers.

By twelve years old, I had begun to withdraw from her, little bits at a time. I began to tell her less and less about my day, and merely tolerated her caresses.

In later years, she had tempered, but it was too late. She was a stranger to me, and for as long as she would not acknowledge the past, I could not revert back to a loving daughter. With that, came a great feeling of guilt. It was impossible for me to honour my mother.

After I spent a lot of time at my father's house, I felt like a guest when I returned to my mother's, and the inverse also applied.

My father was decent enough, but he was not equipped to understand, and unbeknownst to him, I was aware of the wedge of animosity driven between my parents from a young age. I felt that to voice my suffering would drive it deeper, and then I would have been a traitor. Worse yet, if he was intoxicated, his reply was a sermon about the child's place in the household: seen, and not heard. Meanwhile, I ventured to be neither.

It was a tough position, to be so afraid of being noticed, yet inwardly crying out to be acknowledged. I knew it wasn't fair to expect people to know what I was thinking, so I submitted myself to suffer for many years—needlessly, I would soon learn. The behaviour you take on to adapt to a tempestuous environment does not serve you so well in calmer waters.

For all that time, I had nobody to tell these things to, and kept them inside. They pricked me, like bits of broken glass sticking through a bag, because they had nowhere to go.

Since both of my parents worked much of the day, I was often left at home with James, and I was a rebellious, angry child. If I tried to go places he didn't want me to, he would snatch me by my braids, or mash me onto the floor until I stopped squirming. Again, it was difficult to tell anyone. Mama never quite believed it, because he didn't leave any marks, but I did when I scratched him to make him let go of me, so I was lashed for starting fights. Yes, it was wrong to scratch him, but I thought he should have gotten some form of punishment. The most Mama did was absently mumble, "James, be careful when you play with your sister. She's smaller than you."

"He's not playing!" I protested.

"Well, he didn't hurt you, did he?" Mother asked.

No, it usually didn't hurt, but the terror of being restrained was worse than any bruises he could have given me, especially because he always told me that he wouldn't let go of me unless I shut my trap and stopped wailing.

One day, when I was ten, and James was scrubbing the stove with a blacking brush, I approached and asked him if I could go outside, as I'd finished my chores.

"No," he huffed. "I'm not finished."

"You're doing it sloppily," I noted. "It will never be finished before Mama gets home, and she'll tan your hide, like she said."

(She had said that because she'd finally caught on to the fact that I was doing most of his chores, not him).

"I'll most definitely never be finished if you keep distracting me! Go sit somewhere quietly! Read a book, if you possess the mental capacity."

"It's almost dark out! Hurry up! How did I finish all of my chores while you're still on the stove?" I whined and stamped my feet like the little brat I was.

"I said go somewhere else!" James whipped around and threw the brush. Its blackened whiskers caught me right on my forehead, and then it clattered onto the floor.

It didn't hurt right away, yet I fumed with anger.

James stammered something, but by then, I'd already petulantly ran and locked myself up in my chamber. Now that he couldn't see me, I cried. He insisted he was sorry and that he wanted me to come out so that he could wash my face. I refused— I wanted to preserve the evidence that he was the aggressor. I waited until I could no longer hear him shaking the door, and very quietly, I opened my window and spilled out onto the grass. I waited to be pursued, but to my surprise, nobody came.

I crept out to the stream to soak my feet and think nasty things about my brother. The scrape of the brush gradually began to sting, and it bled a lot for a shallow wound.

When you are so young, everything is a big deal, and you are the centre of the universe. Like the tragic heroine in Greek theatre, I wept and moaned about how I hated my entire family, and myself, and wished I was dead, then I felt terrible for even giving voice to these thoughts, because none of it was true. I just wanted to be anywhere other than in that house.

Until the sun set, I fancied myself carried away by little sprites, to a field of dandelions that never ran out of their fluff, under a warm, eternal sunrise. Cats' whiskers tickled my nose, and nothing hurt, or ever would again.

I was rudely shaken from my foolish dream when I slipped on wet moss and nearly plunged into the water, to an early grave. I would be punished severely if I was caught being out at night, especially sneaking away from my brother's supervision, so I gathered up my shoes and ran back to the house.

It took all of my strength to climb back through that window before my mother came inside.

Judging by her pleased tone, he must have finished his work, and done it well.

Hesitantly, I came out of my room, wondering how I would be received. Mama sprinkled kisses over my face, and asked about the scrape. I looked at James, who appeared apprehensive, and I was almost tempted to lie, but I could not think of a convincing cover.

"James threw a brush," I blurted out.

I thought I'd have been pleased when he was finally put in his place, but passing him in the hallway knowing that he'd been berated just did not sit well within me— especially when he stung me with that icy, accusatory stare.

I don't know what happened to him, but after that, he meekly requested my compliance whenever our mother was away. He still shouted when I didn't obey, but would not set his hands on me. I was much more pliant when he asked nicely. If I did something that displeased him, he only shouted instead of swinging at me.

If you'd asked either of them years later, they'd insist it didn't happen. It is sometimes difficult to keep up with how much of my childhood is real or not.

My father remained cool and uninvolved, as always. Somehow, these outbursts never happened at his house. I could not tell him, in case it got back to my mother. Overall, I could not decide whether I hated her temper or his indifference more.

He did pay for my eyeglasses, and they cost quite a bit back then. I was about thirteen and starting to feel conscious about my appearance, so I passively voiced that I thought I looked nicer without them.

This was a fatal error. He was in some sort of mood, and snatched them off of my face and began shouting and swearing at me about the evils of vanity— vanity was worldly and stupid, and I was not stupid, was I? He demanded to know, because if I was, he would discard them and make me pay him for the money he wasted, because I was lucky that he had not yet put me to work at my age. After all, if I wanted to speak like a grown foolish woman, I could toil away like one.

I answered that I was not stupid, and this cooled his wrath. He must have spent his allowance for passion in that moment, because he peacefully handed them back and was docile for the rest of the season.

Now that I am retelling all of it, there was no peace to be found with either of my parents.

Still, either house was better than when we stayed with Aunt Erinn. I liked her. She was sweet, but too permissive, and didn't like to disappoint anybody. She was not the problem. I liked some of her eight children, but a handful of them were completely without guidance. Indeed, she'd had more of them than she knew what to do with. She had Sarah with an unknown man, three with her first (deceased) husband, and four with the second. Those first four were well-behaved, for the most part.

Emerson was the second child, the first boy, and he was six years older than me. He never picked up a job or any particular skill, and rarely spoke. Aunt Erinn called him "a little silly," and "a bit slower than other boys his age." He was my mother's favourite, because he was quiet and helpful when she was around.

Starting when I was about ten or eleven, he took a particular interest in me. That was a confusing age for me, as many rapid changes were happening inside and out, and I did not fully understand them. Well, Emerson must have noticed them. Usually, I'd be out fetching water, collecting the washing, or handling the linens— something by myself. The very first time it happened, I suspected nothing, and gladly went to help him make his bed, as he asked.

This particular incident, he stood back and watched me stoop down over the corners of the bed, and told me I was very pretty. I thought nothing of it, but then as I was finishing, he came up behind me and grabbed my empty hand. His hand was damp and I hated the feeling, and I excused myself to go do other chores and slipped out before he could answer. I felt very sick, and I did not know why.

"Alma!" my mother called to me when she saw me later. "Emerson says you didn't want to play with him! You love playing with your cousins! What's the matter?"

"I'm tired from being out in the hot sun," I said.

After that, I shook off the feeling, believing it was just my imagination, and if it really did happen, it wouldn't happen again. I went to bed early, to Sarah's bed, but she wasn't home that evening. I never imagined I would have to lock the door.

When I heard the door creak very softly and heard footsteps, I assumed Sarah had come. A hand rested on my chest. It was just Sarah groping around in the dark, I was sure, but I didn't smell her orange blossom oil. 

It was the distinct scent of a man, and the hand was rough.

I squirmed, and the hand withdrew. I held very still and stopped my breath. The hand came back, and the fingers reached under my gown.

I felt as though I had turned to stone. If I did not manage to move, it would soon be too late. It took all of my strength to crack the shell. Saying nothing, I sprang up and ran towards the faint light in the hall, miraculously not crashing into whatever apparition was upon me.

Mama was still awake, reading in Aunt Erinn's room (she wasn't home, either).

"Sarah's linens are so scratchy," I lied, unwilling to admit that the room was scary, as if I was a little child.

It must have been a demon, as I’d heard in church that demons sometimes tried to watch you sleep, or even perched upon your chest. To me, a demon was not as scary as the alternative, but my comforting delusion did not last long.

The next time that I was accosted, I turned around and saw a pale silhouette in the dark that could have only been him, as he was a large young man. The simpleton only dove down onto the floor, as if that would have been enough to conceal him.

Any time I lingered in bed just a little too long, it was possible that he would soon follow, and that made me wonder how far he got when I wasn't awake. I tried not to dwell on such things.

Whenever Emerson had behaved badly in some way, such as pulling Sarah's hair or looking under her friend's skirts, Mama and Aunt Erinn said, "He just doesn't know any better," which is precisely the sort of answer I'd have expected from the latter, but never the former.

I assumed they would say the exact same thing if I told them. After all, Mama would not even protect me from her own son, who was hers to correct.

Since I saw no point in saying anything, I simply tried to avoid him. Usually, it worked. Sometimes, though, I was left alone with him and the babies when the adults went out. Aunt Erinn loved how well I took care of the babies. I did this because Emerson was less likely to bother me. I couldn't always avoid him. Sometimes if nobody else was there, he'd get me from behind and paw at my clothes. Occasionally, he offered to help me take a bath. He was much stronger than I, but he usually didn't grab me too hard, so I could pull myself free and run off.

In one instance, he grabbed my apron, and I merely shed the garment. He was such a good and helpful young man for returning it to me, as I'd lost it.

I didn't always get away so easily. I had a very close call when I was thirteen.

Dearest reader, it is not for the faint of heart! Even now, it is hard to put into words, but I will spare the more unsavoury details.

This time, he was bold enough to act while little cousin Emma Louise slept at the far end of the room. He mumbled something under his breath that I could not understand, and I leaned in close.

When I did so, he snatched me by my collar, knocking me onto my back, and already had his other hand under my skirt. His fingers were so cold. My mind and body went completely stiff and numb. I only remember seeing wind blowing through the trees out the window.

But the voice in my head, which often scolded me harshly, shouted a deafening roar, “GET UP, FOOL, GET UP!” and that was precisely what I needed.

I had half a second to react, and I knew that I could not possibly match him in strength. The slightest misstep would seal whatever fate awaited me.

Too frightened to make a sound, my first instinct was to go limp. I became a ragdoll and fell out of his hands, and then I shot up before he realised he'd lost me, and ran for the door. I was surely raised up by the wings of an angel that day, for I had never been so light on my feet.

It was shameful to leave Emma Louise alone with him, and I still feel a prickly sensation when I remember that I did it. I acted without thinking, without feeling, and once safely outside, in the view of an elderly neighbour watering his pigs, I reasoned that surely Emerson would leave his sister be. I could have run to that old man and asked to be protected. I thought about doing it.

Still, I could tell nobody. My tongue froze when the words tried to form in my mouth. After all, I had been told that girls only got into the kind of trouble that they went out looking for.

But why me? What wrong had I been doing at thirteen? Worst of all, I feared being accused of tempting him with my maturing body.

I even had myself convinced that Emerson didn't know better, because the alternative was unthinkable. But if he didn't know better, he wouldn't have been doing it in secret. There were a lot of confusing feelings for me in those days, and another addition to the list of things I couldn't tell anyone; that is, not yet. I don't know what would have changed if I chose to speak up, but I wish I could reach into the past and tell myself that one day, I would trust somebody enough to talk (though knowing me, that would have just made me impatient). When you become a mother, you want to protect all children, even your younger self.

From then on, whenever I visited Aunt Erinn, I was always either outside or with the grown ladies, who now thought I was old enough to partake in their congress.

Even before then, I was outside a lot. At a very young age, I saw the outdoors as a shelter from inside the uneasy houses and their suffocating walls. After school, I would delay going in for as long as I could. Outside was full of endless treasures; the creek produced smooth, shining stones, and birds left brilliant feathers for me to collect. Chains of wildflowers were my jewels, and I was the queen of my domain. My imagination ran free, and so did I. I took off my bonnet and took down my hair— it was right that I enjoyed that freedom while it lasted, because by the time womanhood was upon me, I had retreated back into my hats and veils, both dreading and hoping to be seen. I must admit, that even now, it is nice to let my hair stream in the wind once in a while. By that age, I had to set an example for Ida.

I was maybe seven years old when Ida was born. Almost immediately, she was my pet. After all, somebody had to pay attention to her. My Aunt Elisabeth gave her the minimum that she needed to survive, and then left her to her own devices. Elisabeth was tolerable as long as she was sedated. When her husband died shortly after her birth, she was given laudanum in order to function, and she barely functioned at that. Mama was already stressed enough, so I could not bring myself to tell her about this problem, and tried to take it up on my own.

I think all of the adults knew, and stayed quiet so that it did not become their business, as they often do.

I loved Ida as if she were my own child, but I had my limits. There were some things that I did not know how to teach her, and whenever she was present, I did not have a moment to myself. The adults commented on how well I got along with my little cousin, but I felt I had no choice; being conditioned by that time to be as far out of the way as possible, I could not complain.

The burden fell upon me to teach her about certain lady things, which I was not thrilled to do. Mama made sure that I was aware from a young age, because she wasn't, and learned the hard way when she ruined her good church dress.

I thought ten was a good enough age to learn, but telling her the basic, most important things opened up many other questions I could not brave answering myself, so I sent her to my mother and told her to ask away: which caused her to seek Aunt Eliana, then Aunt Erinn, then my father, and then she came back to me.

She also inherited all of the clothes that I grew out of, including gloves, petticoats, and corsets.

Back then, not too terribly long ago, ladies did not wear brassieres, as our corsets went up over our breasts— indeed, they looked much different than they do now. I did not have a real woman's corset until I was seventeen, because we couldn't afford it. I was excited to have it, even though it was my mother's from before she started having babies. It was not the fashionable shape at the time, but I appreciated it nonetheless, as my first step into womanhood. By the time I was eighteen, I bought one for myself. The old one was too small by then. In those days, we wanted to amplify our shape. I am glad that my daughter grew up before the obsession with being as straight as a set of drapes, for she has a naturally strong and sturdy physique that she is proud of.

Ida didn't like the corset I gave her, because it wasn't pretty and didn't give her a "smart and hygienic, yet enviable form."

I don't know where she learned that. She must have read it in an advertisement. I told her not to be concerned with such things, as comfort was most important.

Ever since she could walk, she began to follow me to Papa's house. He took to her quite fast, and allowed her to come and go as she pleased from then on.

In doing just that, she introduced me to Michael Ashley Bennett, of Ashwood Hall— brought him straight to me.
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MICHAEL BENNETT, MOTHS, AND MY GREAT FORTUNE WITH MEN
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There is no greater testament to divine destiny, than to gaze upon a person you've never seen before in the flesh, and to whisper inwardly, ‘Here you are! I have been looking for you.’

That must have been how Michael felt when he met me.

Our fathers knew each other during their time in the military, but I’d never seen him. For all of my life, they corresponded only in writing. All I knew of him was that he lived up north and had a son, and finding him in my kitchen one morning reminded me of how small the world truly was.

Right away, I saw he was a very big man, both in stature and especially in breadth. This was Lord Bennett? I didn't imagine a nobleman would be so large. One typically expected them to have a graceful form. He was awkward and dishevelled, but clearly making an attempt to be stately.

Allow me to paint a picture in your mind's eye: the ideal man of the day. He has a fair and even complexion, and smooth hair on his head. His facial hair is neat. His eyes are large and relaxed, with full lashes and a perfectly pencilled brow, and his mouth is rosy and well-formed, below a straight nose. When he smiles, he reveals a good, straight and shining set of teeth. His form is slender and athletic, with elegantly sloping shoulders, and his posture is impeccable.

This was not Michael Bennett.

Nothing about him was conventionally beautiful, per se, nor was he ugly. He had a wild mess of brown-red hair that swept around his face, and his eyes, though a bit lost at the moment, were intense, and were a warm cinnamon brown, framed by heavy lids and a low, thick brow— very thick, almost like a pair of caterpillars trying to kiss. His features were gloomy, though I knew his father had just passed away only a month ago. Soon, I realised that this had no bearing on his mood, anyway. He simply didn't have an agreeable face. His lips were drooping and colourless, but at least his jaw was rounded and soft.

His mien lifted when he offered a smile and introduced himself. He had large, crooked teeth, bad posture, and even his nose was bent out of shape. He had only one dimple; as somebody who fancied myself an artist, I appreciated the asymmetry.

Ida gave him a hard time. She did that to most new people in town, perhaps as a way to test their endurance, but he took it in stride. It was amusing to see them naturally snarl at each other, and it was hard for me to keep a stern face.

Papa met him, and they talked. Though my attention was divided between Ida and their conversation, I picked up as much as I could. He was polite enough, but his knowledge of the world was sorely lacking. Then again, so was mine. He was
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