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          ATLANTIC OCEAN, 1798

        

      

    

    
      When Tommy joined his wife in the Great Cabin, he found her frozen at the dressing table, staring at her reflection in the mirror. She looked lost, unnerved, trying to separate her ivory-laced veil from her head. Two steps towards her, and she focused on him coming near. He stood directly behind her, yearning to touch her, wanting to help her, but he too felt unease.

      “The ceremony was nice… was it not?” He said, trying to break the tension.

      Gwendolyn laid her hands atop the nightstand. “Yes—yes, it was, I have never been to a wedding atop a ship before.”

      “My ancestors were married on the Junia, my father wanted to continue the tradition.”

      “Yes…I know the stories,” she gave out shaken, “…and immediately afterwards, the women in your family darted to the ledge to vomit.”

      Tommy continued to stare at Gwendolyn in her opalescent satin wedding dress. She looked remarkable, beautiful, like a princess. He turned on his heel and eyed the bed only a few feet away. “We don’t have to this night; it can wait until tomorrow, or the next, whenever you are ready. I am not going to force you.”

      Gwendolyn blinked a few times, on the verge of a panic. “Th—thank you Tommy.”

      Intimidation still choking him, Tommy blurted out what was really on his mind. “May I…may I ask you something?”

      “Yes, of course, what?”

      Tommy sat down on a nearby chair next to her and ran his hands down the front of his stockings. “Since we weren’t allowed to see each other before the ceremony,” he exhaled, “And we haven’t spoken in two weeks since your decision, I just want to know…why me? Out of all my brothers, Jordan especially, he is the titled heir, you picked me to be your husband?”

      Gwendolyn did not bother to look at him and continued to stare at her reflection in the mirror. On any given day, she would have thought she looked like a queen and welcomed the fantasy. Instead, she blinked out of her stupor and became more at ease eyeing her new husband downside up. “Isn’t it obvious? You are my best friend Tommy. We could always talk to one another—tell each other riddles. I have known you since you were born, I could not bring myself to be with Jordan, he is…he is so much older, and strange.”

      Tommy laughed aloud, glad that the frostiness melted with her humor. “Strange?  But all ladies fancy him.”

      Gwendolyn finally stood up from her seated position and looked shyly down at the ground. “I am sixteen Tommy, what do I know about pleasing a twenty-five year old man?”

      Tommy stood up also, ran his fingers through his scalp. “I am sixteen as well, and you are asking me to give you an answer?”

      Gwendolyn smiled and felt relieved for some reason, the bizarre tension broken. Gwendolyn raised her eyes to find Tommy’s green staring into her brown. Their eyes lock and hold and Gwendolyn felt her pulse race and pushed his body away. “Do not do that.”

      Tommy sighed, “What now?”

      “Look at me that way. You make my heart thump.”

      Tommy began to grin. “I was not aware of my magic power.”

      Gwendolyn huffed at his response, “Now you are, so make it stop.” She purposely glided over to a smart sitting area full of cherry mahogany. A lavish space which rivaled a mansion ashore, the couple was awarded the Captain’s chamber for the evening. With cushions made of gold embroidered fabric transported from India, the cabin encompassed a red plush settee, marbled table tops, a piano, fur rugs, a generous hearth and a zinc-lined bathtub. The bed was fit for a king…and queen. A rich poster bed, so intimidating in size, Gwendolyn felt anxious all over again knowing what was supposed to take place there. She turned to look at Tommy once more. He looked a little odd and out of place in his fancy black togs and continued to stare at her in an undeniable way. Feeling an unfamiliar blush rushing up her fair neck, Gwendolyn turned and looked away.

      “So what do we do now?” Tommy relayed, ripping through lengthened silence.

      “Unsure,” Gwendolyn voiced, plucking a few roses out of a vase that was secured to a wall.

      Tommy sat down again and began to pull off his leggings and shoes. One by one, each shoe fell to the floor with a loud clunk.

      Startled by the noise, Gwendolyn sharply gazed at him undressing, “I beg your pardon?”

      Tommy was tired now. Worn-out from the argument he had earlier with his father, exhausted from the day’s activities, drained from all the endless questions he had about their obligatory matrimony. “It is customary to take one’s shoes off before entering a bed.”

      “You are not sleeping here.”

      “Where am I supposed to sleep tonight, the ocean? Our families are all on the lower decks Gwendolyn. They all think we are in here consummating our union. I cannot sneak off and sleep in the lifeboat outside.”

      Gwendolyn noted Tommy’s tone. “You can rest on that couch over there.”

      Tommy let go a frustrated grunt and began to put his leggings back on. “Never mind—distance sounds rather good to me right now than be in here with you a minute more.”

      Gwendolyn started at the sight of her new husband putting on his footwear to parade himself in front of the family only ten minutes after they arrived down below; it could only mean one thing, disaster. It was unheard of for a groom to leave his bride so soon. Her mother told her that she was supposed to “stay in the room” for the next three weeks. That all meals were being “sent down to them," that they were on their way to the West Indies on their “honeymoon”. What the heck was she supposed to do alone with Tommy for the next three weeks? She was getting claustrophobic just thinking about it. “You are not leaving me, are you?”

      Tommy sneered at her; a growl so unbecoming of him, Gwendolyn actually took a step backwards in retreat. “Go—stay, which is it Gwendolyn?”

      Gwendolyn grabbed her head in frustration. “Oh, I don’t know.” But before she could change her mind again, Tommy exited. Gwendolyn crossed her arms across her chest and stomped her foot in frustration as she tried to ignore the strange stab of disappointment suddenly surrounding her heart.

      Tommy practically ran down the narrow staircase, skipping steps two-by-two. He was just about to turn the corner unseen when he bumped into his father exiting the dining room with a glass of port in one hand. The quick unexpected bump spattered the scarlet liquid onto his father’s flamboyant white evening shirt.

      “Going somewhere?”

      Tommy froze; his father’s stern voice penetrated down to his very core. He was too empowered, too large and way too frightening to figure out. “I’m thirsty; I’m on my way to the galley for some milk.”

      His Grace, Thomas Albert Hollinger, II, 4th Duke of Norwin and Earl of Wilderbrand was not amused. “Tommy, this family has waited too long to have this marriage come to pass,” he proclaimed, taking a sip before carrying on, “With all the boys in this household, along with Lord Drummond’s only son, we’ve waited years for this unification. You know how important it is for this lineage to form an alliance. Our two wharfs in Bristol align one another; our shipping business relies on the very foundation of the Drummond vessels. Gwendolyn’s dowry solidified this family’s future.”

      “For the last time father, I don’t care about the family business.”

      His father jabbed him in the shoulder with the drink still in his hand. “You will obey me son or I will enforce a consequence even you will not be able to tolerate. Either way, Gwendolyn will be compromised and this union will be inevitable.”

      Tommy shuddered at his father’s ominous tone. Would he really do that? “You wouldn’t dare, she is innocent.”

      “Jordan will be happy to oblige,” the Duke said matter-of-factly, “I cannot fathom why the little unsullied picked you for a husband when he has far more to offer her.”

      “I am her best friend,” Tommy said under his breath.

      “Yes,” the Duke chortled, guzzling down the rest of his alcohol. “You two have always been inseparable.”

      The ship suddenly jolted causing the two men to hold the sides of the narrow hallway for balance. Tommy looked at his father with uncertainty. “What was that?”

      “Do not concern yourself; I will go up deck to speak with Captain Porter. Now, go back upstairs this instant and bed your bride.”

      Tommy stood silent and eyed his father turn on his heel to walk down the hallway towards the Captain’s stairs.

      When Tommy arrived back in the room, the lamp had lowered and Gwendolyn had fallen asleep. The moon’s glow had streamed through the bordering beveled glass windows, illuminating her face to angelic proportions. She looked like a doll with her auburn curls cascading across the pillow. Walking backwards, he tiptoed to the sitting room and began to undress.

      How to bed her? He’s never thought about it before; she was his best friend, his comrade when he felt lonely. They shared the same interests, identical humor and equivalent competitiveness, in fact; he’s never felt more comfortable with another person. But this new phobia of exposing himself to rejection was an all-out riot of nerves. He was used to taking direction from her. And now he had to be assertive to get her to do what was mandatory? After what his father had declared, there was no chance in hell he would ever allow that to happen. He cared for her too deeply…yes, he did care for her…love her…oh, how could he not? Oh, whom was he kidding—he was head over heels in love with Gwendolyn! And now, he was supposed to…how did his brother describe it? Open her legs and poke her with your stick Tommy…she is going to bleed down there, but give her a hanky, she will be good as new… Wasn’t there more to it? Good God, he had to hurt her on purpose…cause her to bleed? It made him crazy when all she did was skin her knee! He could not believe he had to intentionally afflict her with pain?

      Completely nude, Tommy rushed to the bed and silently entered under the covers without waking his bride. He stared at her sleeping for a moment then traced the edge of her chin with his finger. God, she was…wonderful, he thought, and leaned over to smell her hair. The enchanting aroma drenched him in a fluttering craving.

      She was not asleep, only pretending. Gwendolyn could not wait for him to arrive back to the room, she was even eager. What took him so bloody long? Tommy even slipped under the bed sheet, which was something she never counted on. She thought he would follow her order of sleeping on the couch, but he doesn’t? She felt him smelling her hair, caressing her cheek, but why? She could not take the silence any longer and opened up her eyes—his unusual heat was practically burning a hole through her thin nightgown!

      Realizing he was completely nude, she immediately rolled away from him. “Tommy, what are you doing?”

      Tommy reinforced himself and challenged her stern voice, “We are going to consummate our marriage.”

      “B—but, you said I could have more time.”

      Tommy noted Gwendolyn’s fright. “I know what I said but I’ve changed my mind—” he broke off suddenly feeling sick with the vision of his brother touching Gwendolyn. “You’re mine now, and as your husband, you have to do what I say…”

      The next morning, Gwendolyn and Tommy were woken up abruptly by a thump of books falling from the bookshelves in the sitting room; the Junia was being tossed about. Gwendolyn grabbed at Tommy and squeezed his arm. “Did we hit rough waters?”

      Tommy sat up and watched the room tip…then topple the opposite way. “Unsure, but I’m going up deck to find out.”

      Gwendolyn yanked at his arm again, “Don’t you dare leave me alone—I’m going with you!”

      Both of them jump when pounding fists and the jingling of the doorknob echoed throughout the room.

      “Children! Children!”

      Tommy quickly pulled up his breeches and ran to the door. Swinging it open, he was faced with the captain’s panicky first mate. “Ralph, what is it?”

      “Master Tommy, stay in your room something is amiss!”

      “Is it a storm, Ralph?”

      “Yes,” he yelled, running down the hallway, “Stay in your room! I shall return…I shall return⁠—”

      The ship tilted sideways and caused Tommy to lose his bearings to a bolted down bench. Looking up from the floor, he pinpointed Gwendolyn who was already out of bed, searching for her shoes.

      “The sea was calm last evening.”

      “We must have sailed right into a monsoon,” he joked, trying to lighten up her panic. He then gulped at the sight of her shoving her arms through her coat. “Planning on taking a stroll?”

      “My mother—my brother, I want to be with them.”

      “Ralph said to stay put.”

      “Are you going to stay here, or are you going to follow me?”

      Tommy doesn’t even think about it. “Button up your coat then; I don’t want my brothers ogling you.”

      Moments later, loud rumbling sounds of wind being hurled through the planks greeted them at the hatchway. Gwendolyn grabbed hold of Tommy’s arm in hesitation. “Do not open the door Tommy, the wind sounds funny.”

      “I want to see what is happening out there, I don’t see my brother’s, my mother, yours, where did everyone go?”

      “I will stay behind you.”

      Tommy head out first and swung the door open. Covering their faces with their hands, the strong airstreams of rain hit them like pebbles pitched to the skin. To their shock, all around them was nothing but thick, grey fog; the air was equally icy and unnatural, the sea had taken over and swallowed the ship with every dunk and turn.

      Tommy gazed up at the sails. Carrying only her topsails and a small jib in the violent windstorm, the topsails were low enough for easy reefing, but still high enough to catch the wind. It was purposely done, Tommy thought, knowing that the Junia could hold her course through the fierce storm without overtaxing the masts and rigging. He could not believe no one was on deck; she was completely bare of every officer and ship hand. Captain Porter was nowhere in sight and the helm spun freely round and round.

      “Stay here, go back to the room!” Tommy shouted to Gwendolyn, pushing her back through the door.

      “I’m not going back without you—I’m scared! Where is everyone?”

      Tommy flinched from the further shower and wind that slapped his face like needles. “I don’t know!” He shouted again, feeling his heart sink. His brothers should be maintaining the topsails at least. Where did everyone go? The Junia was like a specter ship, running itself and then left eerily alone. Tommy took a step forward without Gwendolyn to see if he could spot anyone around the bend; but found no one, nothing. When he turned to grab Gwendolyn’s hand, the ship suddenly veered left causing his stance to slip and Tommy’s whole body slid down the embankment towards the sheer.

      “Tommy!” Gwendolyn screeched, watching him rapidly hitting the side of the mizzenmast in pain.

      Tommy grabbed hold of the inert damp column. Reopening his eyes, he distinguished Gwendolyn clear across the span extending out her arms as if she could reach him.

      In the corner of his eye, he noticed an airborne rope that was freely waving at his side. Outspread and susceptible, he tried to catch the rope that dangled enticingly in front of his face. Waiving his one free arm— while the other grasp hold in a struggling grip, Tommy finally caught hold of the serpentine cord and made an attempt to wrap it around his torso. But to no purpose, the rope loosened and blew behind him, forcing him to let go of the pole. He tried to snatch the cord another time, but the persistent gale swept him frontward and his body went tumbling down the embankment. Grasping and clinging to anything in order to stay compact, Tommy’s heartbeat escalated when noticing a wave of green sea rushing towards him in an alarming rate. He closed his eyes from the visible strike and the breaker swallowed his weightless body up and whisked him over the ledge to his ultimate rest.

      Tommy had vanished, gone from the ship?!

      Oh God, oh no! Gwendolyn let go of the ratlines and ran towards the sheer. “Tommy!” She yelled out again and again, but it was no use, the murkiness was way too thick—and she was forced to her knees. The ship continued to sway in the opposite direction causing Gwendolyn’s fragile body to collapse back into the ropes. With all her might, she grabbed hold of the cords and began her fit of terror. “Where—where are you? Tommy! No—no—no, you cannot be dead…you just can’t be. Oh God, not my Tommy, not my beautiful husband…Oh God, please… please do not do this to me…don’t you dare leave me alone!”
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          1808 - LONDON, ENGLAND

        

      

    

    
      TEN WINTERS LATER

      “It is a shame your fiancé could not make the trip, Gwendolyn.”

      Gwendolyn does not bother to look at her friend but continues to stare out the window and the scenery beyond. “Yes, it is I miss him so. He wanted to be with me, but it was necessary for him to attend the rancher’s caucus.”

      “Your fiancé is such a wonderful man,” Phyllis Tallymen noted, looking out the stern window. “Considerate and hard-working, he will make a wonderful husband and a good father to Mary.”

      “Yes,” Gwendolyn agreed with a joyful smile. “I insisted she come as well, but you know how stubborn she is in wanting to stay behind with her best friend,” she replied, adjusting her bonnet and tying the ribbon. “By the by, I am truly sorry to have dragged you away from your home Phyllis. Although I no longer need a chaperone, I am so grateful for your company…I simply hate to travel alone.”

      Phyllis smiled at her young friend; “I would do anything for you my dear. Your Great-Aunt was my best friend, and after she passed, I feel it almost necessary to watch over you.”

      “Thank you Phyllis, you are too kind,” Gwendolyn offered, gazing out the window another time.

      “I wish we were coming to London under happier circumstances though. The reading of a will is so disheartening.”

      “I agree…I too am not looking forward to this at all,” Gwendolyn decided, feeling cheerless by her Great-Aunt’s death.

      “Anyhow, haven’t been to London since I was a girl, where are we staying?”

      Gwendolyn continued to stare outside. The hills had suddenly vanished and unrecognizable structures began to appear. “The Quail Inn,” she said with a sigh. Both tall and unfathomable, dirty and breath taking, London appeared to be a metropolis of contemporary convenience. With so many people hurrying about, there were carriages of every stature and notoriety; men on horseback, women, children, dogs, livestock marching upon the streets—a chaos of convolution.

      The hack slowed down and came to a complete stop. “Here at last!” Phyllis exclaimed happily. “Three weeks from Kettlewell to London – let me out of this fancy contraption before I vomit again,” she demanded, unlatching the coach door and swinging it open.

      Gwendolyn was first to be let out by the footman, followed by a queasy Phyllis. Stepping down onto the gravel, Gwendolyn immediately gazed up and around her. To her amazement, they had arrived at a garishly painted courthouse, deeply impressive with French influence and design. Gwendolyn then instructed the hack to wait for them while they finished their business inside.

      Gwendolyn had never been so nervous before! In anticipation of what, she had no idea, but her stomach was in knots and her hands could not stop trembling. The two women walked arm-in-arm down the long corridor, peaking through glass windows and halting at the door of their intended goal. An engraved nameplate of “ARCHWALD” on its glass face caused Gwendolyn’s pulse to race with further anxiety. She looked down at her hands…they were shaking again. Why should a reading of a will make her so uneasy?

      Once inside, a stunted man stood up immediately. “Mrs. Hollinger?” He asked openly, receiving his confirmation when Gwendolyn nodded her head, “So sorry to hear about your Great-Aunt.”

      Gwendolyn studied her Great-Aunt’s solicitor. Mr. Stewart Archwald owned kind eyes, a hefty build and baldheaded. He wore glasses on the edge of his nose that appeared to be too snug a fit and pinched his skin to redness. “Thank you Mr. Archwald,” Gwendolyn acknowledged, trying not to laugh at his cheery beak, “She always had kind things to say about you.”

      Mr. Archwald accepted the praise with dignity, “Thank you Mrs. Hollinger, and may I extend my gratitude to you for making this long journey. If it was not for my brother’s hospitality, I would not have been able to use his fine office here in town. Several other wills in London I must recite, so sorry to confess, otherwise, I would have met you in Kettlewell.” He then extended out his hand to show her a chair. “Please—please, do sit down,” he asked of her, eyeing Phyllis in the background.

      “And who is this charming lady?”

      Gwendolyn arched her brow and eyed Phyllis, “My friend, Miss Phyllis Tallymen, Mr. Archwald, my Great-Aunt’s solicitor.”

      Mr. Archwald received Phyllis’s gloved hand and kissed it respectively, “So nice to meet you Miss Tallymen.”

      Phyllis Tallymen, fifty-two winters with violet eyes and peppered hair, was spellbound.

      Mr. Archwald took his seat and then met eyes with Gwendolyn. This was no country girl; in fact, she was the epitome of classic beauty and imagined she would have made a fine prize for any titled gentry but had been wasted away in the countryside for far too many years. Properly dressed in a cobalt bonnet with ribbon fastenings, she wore a navy blue pelisse over a thin white chemise. Deep russet curls framed a pair of heavily lashed brown eyes that were concentrated and hypnotic. She was absolutely stunning, just stunning, but his inspection of her went on far too long however, and he fidgeted in his chair trying to clear his embarrassment. He gave Phyllis a momentary look before, “Let us proceed, shall we?”

      “Mr. Archwald, pardon my interruption, but I want to make sure that my Great-Aunt’s cottage will not be sold at auction. If there is anything that can be done, I wish to keep residing there. I do not have much money, but please, kind sir, I have come to love its simplexes and wish to remain its lessee.”

      “I was hoping you would say that, Mrs. Holl—” he wheezed, pounding his chest repeatedly, coughing up phlegm.

      Gwendolyn and Phyllis both leaned away from him in their chairs, the reaction sounded consequently painful. “Mr. Archwald”

      “A bit of a cold…so sorry,” he coughed again, grabbing the middle of his chest.

      “You should see a doctor, sir.”

      “Yes—yes,” he agreed, shuffling papers on his desk. “Now, the cottage is yours Mrs. Hollinger, along with your Great-Aunt’s extensive book collection,” he pronounced, clearing his throat for the fourth time, “But asked specifically that your daughter receive the zinc and limestone assortment once belonging to your Great-Uncle.”

      “Oh Mary will love that!” Gwendolyn gushed, gazing at Phyllis apparently immersed by Mr. Archwald’s poor health.

      Mr. Archwald met eyes with Phyllis and then continued on, “Your Great-Aunt and Uncle were very modest, good-natured folk and they will be greatly missed.”

      “You are too kind,” Gwendolyn smiled, eyeing her companion gazing intently into Mr. Archwald’s eyes now. Gwendolyn does a double-take and nudged her friend. “And the cottage?” She asked, incredulous that her friend was now in a deep magnetic trance. “It is free and clear? Why, that’s wonderful! Isn’t that wonderful Phyllis?”

      Phyllis just nodded her head. Gwendolyn rolled her eyes and then focused on Mr. Archwald’s pigment, he was blushing now, and his complexion swiftly blended in with his nose—a nice rose-tinted hue. Gwendolyn held back her amusement and heard him clear his throat yet again trying to continue, “She also left you a trust fund.”

      “A what?”

      “From what I gather, Mrs. Hollinger, or may I correct myself and properly address you as Duchess?”

      Having stopped shaking, Gwendolyn allowed the accolade to sink in. It had been a long time since anyone had addressed her formerly; she was not used to it. “You may,” she stated softly. “But I must admit it is uncomfortable to hear the title.”

      “Are you by any chance associated with the Hollinger Commerce Company?”

      “The what?” Gwendolyn asked, unsure of what he was asking; and then it hit her, “As I recall, it was a shipping trade, a lineage Mr. Archwald, a company I no longer have association with. Why do you ask, sir?”

      Mr. Archwald shook his head, “Never mind, and gossip you know — well, it does not matter, let us proceed, shall we?” He laughed, and then changed the subject. “I have known your Great-Aunt for nearly thirty years and not once had she mentioned that she was related to an Earl.”

      “By marriage, Mr. Archwald, and they were not on speaking terms,” Gwendolyn quickly brought to the forefront. “When my father was younger, my Grandmother and Great-Aunt, her sister, were very close. But when my Grandfather matched my father into an advantageous marriage, his state of affairs changed, thus, drastically separating both influential families. My Great-Aunt vowed never to speak to him again and thus never did when I was brought to her door.” She explained, thinking too much about this ‘Hollinger Commerce Company’…who was supervising it?

      “Oh, I see…well, from my extensive research into your family, Mrs.—Duchess, it was detected that with his sudden demise, the Earl’s last will and testament did not reflect his marriage, therefore, not even his descendants. So when your father passed on, all land and resources transferred to the nearest relative, which was your Great-Aunt. Now it makes perfect sense that she did not covet the wealth and that the estate was bequeathed to you.”

      “How much is left?”

      “Your father owed on many notes dear, most of his wealth was liquidated a few winters back. One hundred pounds a year is what you can claim. But there is property that has remained secure. The land and manor are substantial. Why, if you liquidate the property, you would never have to worry about your finances again.”

      “Gisleham Manor?”

      “Yes—” he spat out, trying to clear his gullet, shuffling through further paperwork on his desk. “The property bordering…”

      “Wilderbrand Castle,” Gwendolyn finished for him, thinking about the Hollinger’s once again.

      “Yes,” Mr. Archwald agreed lying down the document he had in his hands.

      Gwendolyn closed her eyes. She had never cared about her father’s wealth or preceding capital; she had been living happily all these years without it, but the house…oh God, her childhood home, this was a blessing in disguise. It was her place of birth, where she grew up, so many seasons, winters, and summers spent there, fishing, rowing, swimming and ice-skating on its shared lake.

      So many memories dashed in and out of her head, she could hardly keep up. It was all so long ago…in a different lifetime…in a distant memory. “The manor…is mine?  May I go there now?”
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      Amongst the most memorable estates in Berkshire, Gisleham Manor was a forgotten marvel. Once an imposing chateau in its halcyon days, its gates were rusted and the sod and foliage, overgrown.

      With a luxurious water fountain and monumental urn as its focal point, Gisleham Manor had a long low edifice with twelve bays under a high copper roof. Finial-capped cupolas surmounted two square alcove towers that contained rooms. The garden, derived from formal French influence once encompassed a canal, flat parterres, thickets and elaborate hedges.

      Opening up the door, the reception hall was engrossed in painted murals; intricate woods with gold-rimmed etchings clouding the interior. Built-in glass display cabinets welcomed Gwendolyn in, while parquet flooring in distinctive shades graced the base to guide her along. Leading out of the scope, was the threshold to the Earl’s sizable library, an area where Lord Drummond held most of his business meetings, late night negotiations and one colossal order.

      Gwendolyn stood frozen at the entrance of the great library. Everything was still there, nothing had been moved—just a thin sheath of dust appeared on all the exposed furniture. Green buckskin couches; empire chairs, marble sculptures and powdered silk drapes were even in ideal condition. A fireplace she remembered sitting by when she was younger was still inviting; the rug she used to play on with her cat was still off center. Walking in farther, she stopped cold. Heavy elaborate moldings suspended oil paintings of each member of her departed family. Gwendolyn slowly moved towards them and stood underneath the life-sized portraits.

      There they were…a touch away…a tangible sight of loved ones who once adorned her day-to-day life were now twisting her heart in inevitable grief. Her father, Lord Kenneth Drummond, the Earl of Suffolkshire, with all his authority and power displayed by way of his overconfident pose; her mother, the beautiful Mary Drummond, with her rich reddish brown hair done up around her grey-green eyes; and Nathaniel, her older brother, so kind and gentle and then finally…one of her. Strange to see herself so young, cheerful, and unbeknownst of the anguish this young maiden was about to endure. So many years of loneliness the girl would have to overcome, so much pain and longing.

      After staring at herself for a few minutes more she finally realized the portrait was not straight and appeared to have been moved. A visible thick base of dust surrounded the rectangle frame, while a triangle of clean surface could be noted from one of its corners. Gwendolyn wondered at it for a moment longer, and then leaned over to reposition her picture back to its original state.

      Gwendolyn then ambled over to her father’s work area and lightly glided her fingertips across the once polished surface but gathered up a lump of disappointment in dust clumps instead. Wiping off her fingers on her dress, she was in awe that the doublewide desk was still filled with maps, nautical instruments, building plans and models of ships; designs her father had been working on and planned to return to if ill fortune had not been introduced. She then wondered…was everything still there? Her clothes, her dolls, her parents’ wardrobe, her brother’s bow and arrow collection…had no one step foot in the manor since the tragedy?  She was the last of the living Drummond’s, she figured; no one really cared or bothered. Walking away from the maritime instruments, she then focused on her father’s leather chair.

      Standing at the edge of it, Gwendolyn imagined her father sitting there with a superior look on his face. The Earl of Suffolkshire always had to have his way when he was alive. Closing her eyes, Gwendolyn recalled what last happened in the great library. She could still hear her father’s thunderous voice echoing throughout the enormous span. One month after her sixteenth birthday, she received the devastating news…

      
      “What!” I yelled, on the verge of panic. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?” I ran out into the hallway, my mother caught my shoulders—she said I had to go back inside; I was betrothed to one of the Hollinger brothers since the day I was born, she said simply. The only reason why they did not tell me, she added, was because they wanted me to get acquainted with the boys without restriction. Now that I am older, I understand the value of their decision, but at the time, I was devastated and thought my life had ended. In less than a month, barely enough time to have a dress made, I was to be wed…

      The following day I was back in the library, a multifaceted burden weighed heavily upon my shoulders. I had a choice to make, a choice I never got to deliberate. Four separate options, with four different men, all good-looking in their own diverse way were awaiting my verdict.

      I paraded in front of the four of them; they were all standing in line, Jordan Hollinger at the front, Tommy at the rear. I walked over to Jordan first and stared into his eyes, only his gaze had lowered and raked up my figure from toe to tip. He was the eldest, probably prepared for this very day and was pretentious because of it. I knew I was supposed to pick him; he was the inheritor of every trophy offered to womankind. All my friends considered Jordan Hollinger the ultimate catch, but his significance made me feel awkward, as a result, made my choice easy. Pitch-black hair encasing light green eyes, comely features, and he knew it, leering at me with a pompous, lewd grin on his face. I hated him simply because he thought everyone loved him, but I did not like him and I would never choose him.

      I next stepped over to Philip, a virtual stranger to me, no eye contact when I passed him by. Slightly shorter than Jordan, he was a humorless spectacle-wearing bookworm with a noticeable frown in the middle of his forehead. We had a lot in common, he and I, we both loved to read and I always felt I could ask him for help on complex school subjects, but never did. He was so unapproachable, just too grave, when I found it difficult to nevertheless make him smile. He won’t do, not him, ever.

      Standing to the rear of him was Andrew, light brown hair, dingy stare…A mean-spirited chap who oftentimes beat up on the rest of his brothers and sometimes, even mine! Enough said, not an option, no, not him.

      Then, in the back of all three stood my best friend; a boy who could always give me the giggles, take on a good dare, challenge me in every which way until now. My choice was painless…there was no alternative. No one could replace Tommy Hollinger in my mind… with his arms, chest and long legs swimming in his enormous white cambric shirt and navy breeches. Too shy and not anticipating my deliberation, he was biting his fingernails and looking panic-stricken.

      “Your Grace?” I asked quietly, cutting through the tension in the room.

      “Yes, Gwendolyn?”

      “I may have my pick of any of your sons, is that correct?”

      The Duke of Norwin turned to eye my father and raised an eyebrow. “Yes, Gwendolyn, you may have your choice of any of my sons.”

      By that smug grin on his face he thought I was going to choose his precious prized titled heir!

      “Then I pick Tommy.”

      I remember the gasps coming from everyone, even one from Tommy. I stood idle now, and stared into Tommy’s frozen gape. His eyes round like the moon, staring into mine…

      
      “You look at little green Gwendolyn, do you need a basin?”

      Gwendolyn could not believe her eyes and maybe it was partly her fault as well. Staying in the country far too long, wanting to close those doors to her past forever and neglecting her daughter’s rightful future. She should have asked questions years ago, should have faced this past long before, but deep down, did not want to. The pain it usually surfaced was simply too much to bear. Her Great-Aunt had been her solace from hurting and sheltered her for far too many years; it was easier to suppose everyone perished in some unexplained hoax rather than grasp the distressing truth.

      Gwendolyn trotted around Phyllis and lifted up her skirts to hi-tail it out of there. She scuttled down the hallway and passed through the large French doors that led out to the courtyard. My mother’s cherished part of the house, she remembered, eyeing the vaulted ceilings of the staircase spiraling down towards the square; and from the stone laced court, looking up into the arcades, Gwendolyn viewed the many arched porticos that surrounded the terrace.

      Gwendolyn slowed down and remembered finding her mother alone crying one night and instantly brought to mind the conversation she had with her just a few days before the wedding voyage…

      
      “Mother? Why are you crying?” I asked, running over to her and sitting at her feet.

      She wrapped her hands around my face and said, “Do you know how lucky you are Gwendolyn?”

      I remember looking up at her with tears in my own eyes; she was the most beautiful woman in the world to me. Auburn hair with the most incredible grey-green eyes I have ever seen. “I don’t feel lucky.”

      “I envy you,” she said, wiping away her own tears and covering her mouth with a hand.

      “Envy me—but why?” I asked, continuing to blubber. “I don’t wish to be married.”

      “Neither did I at your age, but you’ll see things differently in a few winters.”

      “You were under obligation as well?”

      She closed her eyes and shut them tight, “My father had an arrangement with the 1st Earl of Suffolkshire. I begged and pleaded with my father, but it was no use.”

      A deep sense of realism entered my heart. “But…but don’t you love father?”

      “I like your father very much, Gwendolyn… he has been so good to me, but my heart will always belong to another.”

      “Another? Another man?”

      Smiling through tears, she revealed, “His father was a business associate of mine and when his family came by to visit, he would end up talking to me. Elegant and oh so charming, he took my very breath away; but we were both betrothed and dreadfully aware of our social restrictions. Until one evening, while both our parents were dancing in the ballroom, he took me aside and kissed me. I will never forget that kiss of his, Gwendolyn; there were so many ardors in his embrace, I—I hungered for him after dark. Even on my wedding day, I loved a married man.”

      My mouth flew open wide and I grabbed at her waist, hugging her near. “Oh mother, I am so sorry.”

      “I am glad I told you darling, it is a suffering that I have had to bear these many, many winters. That’s why I envy you,” she voiced, caressing the sides of my face, running her fingers through my hair. “You made the perfect choice, Gwendolyn. Tommy is an affectionate boy and he will make a wonderful husband. I have seen the two of you together; he is so focused on you. You are so fortunate to already be friends with him; it will help when you two are not intimate. Now, close your mouth dear, stop blushing, he is not a complete stranger like your father was to me on our wedding night. I am sure your first time with your husband will be a memorable one.”

      “Oh mother, I am so scared.”

      She continued to stroke the side of my cheeks, “Just remember darling, that when he shows you that he cares, prove your own devotion darling. I know you care for him Gwendolyn, more so than you permit everyone to witness. Allow him to catch you every now and then. Please do not make the same mistakes turning frigid at your husband’s touch. So many years wasted I…I forced your father into the arms of a mistress…”

      
      Gwendolyn flew down the stairs and ran into the lawns, halting at the sight of a massive emptied fountain that once held lily pads and numerous frogs. It was no wonder she could still hear the laughter the dew pond generated…

      
      “I am not going to touch it, you touch it,” I demanded of Tommy, crossing my arms in front of him in my best commandant stance.

      “Quit being such a girl,” Tommy ribbed, sticking his whole arm down the side of the moss-filled water.

      “I am not a girl; I am an officer in the Royal Navy.”

      “No, you aren’t, you’re a scaredy-cat and I dare you to touch that toad.”

      I twisted my lips and gazed down at the scaly beast. It had titanic eyes and seemed to stare back at me daring me to touch it to prove that it would leap off the side of the lily pad and right into my hair. “If I touch it, you have to hold it,” I challenged him, thinking what a better idea would be if we used the toad to scare our governess.

      Tommy smiled and puffed up with acceptance. “Deal,” he proclaimed, grabbing the toad
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