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        I never was attached to that great sect,

        Whose doctrine is, that each one should select

        Out of the crowd a mistress or a friend,

        And all the rest, though fair and wise, commend

        To cold oblivion ...

        

        True love has this, different from gold and clay,

      
        That to divide is not to take away.

        PERCY BYSSCHE SHELLEY, EPIPSYCHIDION
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            LOYALTY AND ETERNITY

          

        

      

    

    
      Sussex, September 1882

      The Scott-De Quincys, Earls of Broadmere since the Norman Conquest, were indisputably the most important family in our remote corner of Sussex, and our significance to the small town of Littleberry never showed to better advantage than in church. The second Sunday service at St. Michael and All Angels saw us neatly arrayed in our gated section of pews, which were decorated with our coat of arms lest some impertinent stranger should entertain the idea that all seats in God’s house were equal.

      By long tradition, we shared our seats with the wealthy Whitcombe family, to which I had united the Scott-De Quincys by marrying the late Sir Justin Whitcombe, baronet. As his widow, I was the sole representative of the Whitcombes and thus entitled to a prominent position on the front pew next to my brother Michael, the current Earl of Broadmere.

      “Here I am, Helena.” Michael’s harsh voice sounded above and to the left of me as I descended carefully from my carriage, guided by my footman’s hand, my vision almost completely obscured by my widow’s veil. Feeling the cobbles beneath my feet, I reached out toward the vague shape of the earl. I felt Michael—who hated to touch, or be touched by, other people—flinch as I rested my fingertips as lightly as possible on his arm and prepared to play my usual part in our regular Sunday duty to the town of Littleberry.

      We were, as always, a large group, especially since my sisters Blanche and Odelia were staying with me at Whitcombe House. We arranged ourselves in order of precedence, with Blanche on the front row beside me, since she was the Marchioness of Hastings, and our eldest sister, Gerry, behind us with her husband, Sir Edward Freestone, mayor of Littleberry, and their children. Our unmarried sisters—Odelia and the twins, Alice and Annette—had to be content with a less prominent pew farther back. On the very last rows, a variety of governesses, nannies, and nursemaids strove to maintain discipline among such of the youngest generation as were deemed old enough to attend the church service.

      The rustling noises behind us were dying down. Guided by Blanche’s hissed, “Now,” I raised my hated veil—I could not read my prayer book when I wore it—and did my best to view the rest of the congregation despite the obstruction represented by Blanche’s somewhat stout figure. The center of the nave was taken up by the gentry, while the town’s more prosperous merchants sat at the rear of the nave, and its humbler residents were consigned to the side aisles. Our pews were at right angles to the rest of the congregation so that we could both see and be seen.

      It was to the merchants’ section that my gaze was drawn, quickly identifying the dark heads of Gabrielle Dermody and her husband, Quinn. Seeing that Blanche had fixed her cold blue eyes on me, I looked to the front again, aware that I was blushing faintly, but I had seen enough. Mrs. Dermody’s brother, Armand Fortier, had not yet returned from France.

      I struggled for a moment with the gold clasp of my prayer book, which was emblazoned with the Whitcombe coat of arms of three scallop shells. I hesitated over the inscription in my late husband’s handwriting—J. Whitcombe, Bart., to his beloved wife, Helena, on the occasion of their wedding, this twenty-second day of June, eighteen hundred and seventy-eight—before rapidly turning over the gilt-edged pages to ensure I had the correct lessons for the day.

      It was the fourteenth Sunday after Trinity—September the third—seven more weeks before my first year and a day of mourning was over. Much as I had loved Justin, he would not wish me to emulate the Queen and mourn forever, so in seven weeks I would relinquish my veil and widow’s cap, even though I fully intended to wear black for another twelvemonth.

      The voices of the choir soared to the rafters of the ancient church and, as was my habit, my attention shifted to the ponderous swing of the great bronze pendulum high above the heads of the churchwardens. It was part of the movement of the church’s venerable tower clock, and, along with the great banner of the Lion and Unicorn holding the royal arms, it had been my friend since I was a small child. In those days, I had seen nothing of the congregation, tucked as I was into the very last pew, next to a round stone column more massive than any tree I had ever known.

      “I can never see anything, Papa,” I had complained to my father on one of the rare Sundays when I managed to evade my nursemaid and attract his attention. “Everyone’s so tall, and all I can ever see are the pendulum and the Lion and Unicorn. Why can’t I sit with O?” Even then, my sister Odelia had been my favorite of all my siblings.

      “Because Odelia is fifteen, a young lady almost ready to take her place in society, and you are five.” The words were stern, but my tall, handsome father had softened them with a smile. “One day you’ll be grown up too—but for now you have the privilege of looking at the most important things.” He had pointed at the pendulum and the banner.

      “Why are they important?” I had put my hand into Papa’s large, warm one and marveled at the way a ray of sunlight from the clerestory made his thick silver hair glow. “When I was little, they made me frightened, but I’m braver now.”

      To my delight, he had swung me up into his arms and kissed my cheek. “You are brave, Baby—almost as brave as O. Now, do you see what’s written on the banner? Semper Eadem. Do you know what it means?”

      I had shaken my head, a little afraid that he would think me stupid. But he had called me Baby, and he only used my family nickname as an endearment, so I had resolved to be brave.

      “Lydia says it’s Latin, and she says girls don’t learn Latin.” Lydia, my niece, was almost a year and a half older than me, the great disparities between the ages of the Scott-De Quincy siblings blurring the lines of our family relationships to a puzzling degree.

      “No more they don’t.” Papa had kissed me again and set me down on a pew, seating himself beside me. “Well, it means Always the Same. It declares that we’re loyal to the Crown. Loyalty is one of the most important rules for the nobility, Baby, and as an earl’s daughter you must remember that. And the pendulum shows us the other most important consideration for the nobility, which is Eternity. We must strive to endure. Loyalty and Eternity will govern your life, little Helena, and don’t you forget it.”

      I had barely understood, but I had never forgotten. As I grew older, I had fancied that the tick of the pendulum whispered “Loyalty” and “Eternity” as it swung back and forth. In my imagination, the fierce, rolling eyes and sharp claws of the Lion and the Unicorn’s snorting head with its lethal horn were guarding its power from harm. Now, older still and reeling from my recent discoveries about my parents’ true history, I could not shake off the notions instilled in me by years of watching the great bronze disk count down the seconds of my life.

      Loyalty had prevented my sisters telling me about my father’s affairs and their effect on Mama. Loyalty now restrained me from telling anyone else the chilling truth that Mama had poisoned my father. Only two other people knew the words of her confession, hidden deep in one of her paintings: Michael, who had stored the information in the inscrutable caverns of his unique mind, and Fortier, whom I trusted to keep our secret. On this ordinary Sunday morning, participating prominently in our weekly display of power and influence, I could only pray that the sense of loyalty and eternity that was the foundation of my world would help me carry the burden of the secrets that underpinned it.
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        * * *

      

      Not that I ever consciously carried that burden into the suite of rooms at Whitcombe House where Mama now lived, lost in senility. What would be the point? I entered her sitting room with a cheerful smile, knowing I would find her with my good friend Julia, Michael’s wife.

      “Ah, you’re back at last.”

      Julia’s plain face lit up with pleasure as she looked up from her tiny son’s sleeping form. She was the one family member who had not attended the service since she was nursing two-month-old Julius and considered her maternal duty incompatible with her role as countess. Having promised to stay for luncheon at my house, she was now sitting on the settee next to Mama, who was no longer capable of remembering how to hold the child but appeared to enjoy looking at him.

      “The rector has promised to come to Hyrst before evensong to give you communion,” I informed Julia as I bent to kiss Mama, who was crooning softly as she ran a frail finger over Julius’s wisps of blond hair. “Isn’t he beautiful, Mama?”

      The infant in Julia’s arms instantly captured me. He was so new-looking, so perfect with his velvet-soft skin, beneath which you could almost see the blood flowing. Would I ever experience such a miracle myself?

      “Did Michael behave?” Julia’s smile broadened as she put the infant into my arms, warm and heavy and wonderful.

      “He fidgeted. He’s always so much better when you’re there.” I moved a little closer to Mama so she could see the baby better.

      “You say that every time,” Julia teased.

      “Because it’s true. After the service, Blanche disappeared to talk to some friends of hers from Broadmere, and that set Michael off. You know how he hates having to wait. Will you be ready for luncheon in forty minutes?”

      “Cabbage water.” Mama seemed to tire of the baby suddenly and retreated farther into the settee, folding her arms and legs so that her frail body appeared much smaller. “All pretense.” She screwed her eyes tight shut and set her mouth firmly.

      I grimaced at Julia. “Mama hates it when we talk over her. I wonder if ‘cabbage water’ means she’s thinking of food, though? She does like green vegetables.”

      “Talking of green—” Julia, who had risen to her feet to give me more room on the settee, positioned herself so she could speak softly into my ear. “Is O wearing that glorious green watered silk again? It looks dreadfully expensive. You’re not dressing her as well as paying for Blanche’s gowns, are you?”

      I sighed ruefully. Julia was the only person to whom I had confided that Blanche invariably wormed the price of a dress or two out of me on every visit. “O never asks me for money,” I assured my friend. “She must have sold a painting. I’m doubtful whether the allowance Michael gives her would stretch to that dress.”

      “I’m entirely sure it wouldn’t.” Julia’s tone was dry. “I hope she’s not getting herself into debt. Is she trying to catch a husband, do you think?”

      “That would make Michael happy.” I rose from the settee and settled Julius more snugly into the crook of my elbow, moving to the window so Julia and I could talk more comfortably. “I know Papa’s debts are a burden to you and Michael, especially with there being no real prospect of the twins ever marrying. If it ever turns out that O has been foolish, I will make sure I pay her bills, I promise you. To save the family’s honor as much as anything else.” I dropped a kiss on little Julius’s head as he stirred, laughing as he pulled a face in response to some internal process. “And for the sake of your children, whom I love as much as if they were my own.”

      “I know you do, bless you. I just pray you’ll have your own one day. Ah, hello, Belming.” Julia turned as Mama’s attendant came quietly into the room. “We’re going to have to leave, I’m afraid. I can’t go down to luncheon in this dress, and Lord Broadmere will be getting impatient.”

      “Yes, my lady.” Belming, who had been with our family since Mama’s condition had become apparent, smiled sympathetically at the two of us as we headed to the door.

      “I can tell Belming thinks she has the better part of it, not having to sit through a family luncheon.” Julia wrinkled her nose at me as we left the room. “How was church?”

      I grimaced. “The rector chose to speak on ‘pride goeth before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall’ instead of on the Good Samaritan, as you’d expect from the day’s lesson. Blanche claimed he was looking straight at us all the time and spent half the drive home telling us how much better the church at Broadmere is. She takes offense far too easily.”

      “There’s an old saying that fish and guests begin to smell after three days.” Julia’s deep chuckle accompanied her words. “I suppose it’s my fault that you’ve had both Blanche and Odelia for two and a half weeks already. Aren’t they showing any signs of leaving?”

      “I’m really not blaming you for having a baby and then having him christened.” I laughed. “Come and be my protector against my siblings during luncheon, and then I’ll insist that O go out for a nice long walk with me once you and your family have gone back to Hyrst. We can leave Blanche to her afternoon rest. It’s time I showed Justin’s monument to Odelia; she hasn’t seen it yet.”
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      I took my terrier, Scotty, out with us once Odelia and I were free to go for our walk. He had been snoozing in the conservatory during luncheon and was now far too full of energy. As soon as I had shut the cemetery gate behind us, I let him off the leash, watching as he raced madly between the graves in search of rabbits.

      “I always worry the sexton will appear and scold me for showing so little respect to the dead,” I admitted to Odelia as I watched my dog’s wild dash. “He’s such a crotchety old darling, and having known me since I was a tiny child, he thinks nothing of telling me off.”

      “He’ll be asleep in front of his fire.” Odelia looped her arm through mine, urging me toward the Anglican funerary chapel. “Besides, it’s his fault there are so many rabbits. He should set snares.”

      The gravel path that circled around a young cedar of Lebanon crunched under our feet as we rounded the chapel. As usual, I experienced the strange shock that it was my husband—my Justin—buried under the tall new monument, set apart within its own patch of closely scythed grass.

      “What do you think?” I asked my sister.

      “No railing?” She raised her eyebrows.

      “I didn’t like the thought of Justin being put in a cage.”

      Odelia’s only response was to kiss me briefly on the side of the head before inspecting the monument, which gleamed in the soft light of the fine September afternoon. A weeping angel presided over a large square pedestal engraved with Justin’s name, title, dates, and the simple legend: Beloved Husband. The mason had carved the other three sides with a splendid design of tulips to symbolize our love. Against the base of the pedestal leaned a spray of three or four late rose blooms and astilbes, placed there by my head gardener, Taylor, who refreshed the floral tribute every morning.

      “I like it,” Odelia said after a minute’s contemplation. “Not very original, but nicely executed, although I know a woman who could have done it better for you. The tulips are pretty.”

      “Yes, I liked the idea of the tulips.” I reached out to touch the polished stone.

      “You haven’t left much room for your own name.” Odelia tilted her head to look at me, curiosity written on her lean, handsome face.

      “Plenty of room on the lower pedestal.” I was aware I sounded defensive. “Should the need arise.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “I didn’t want to leave a large blank space.”

      “Especially if you should marry again.” Odelia’s eyebrows rose. “Do I take it you don’t intend to be the weeping widow forever?”

      “You’re putting words in my mouth.” My voice sounded sulky in my ears. “My intent is to remain loyal to Justin forever. He is my husband.”

      A sudden wave of unexpected emotion passed over me. To declare loyalty seemed instantly to suggest the possibility of disloyalty. But how could I be disloyal to Justin? I cleared my throat and tried to speak, but no words came. O filled the silence.

      “You have an awful lot of life left before you, darling one. You’re a mere twenty-six years of age. I’m not going to be like the others with their eternal introductions to suitable men, but nobody expects you to remain celibate forever. Justin certainly wouldn’t.”

      I tipped my head up to frown at my tall sister. “I suppose it’s no secret to any of you that I’d love a child of my own. Matrimony appears to be the best way of achieving that aim. If I can. Justin and I were just unlucky.”

      The fight went out of me suddenly, my shoulders slumping as if I were laying down a heavy burden. I twisted Scotty’s red leash between my hands. “I’m torn, O. I want to be Justin’s wife forever—but how can I be if I become someone else’s? And yet, if I remain loyal to Justin, I’ll be alone forever. And I don’t want that.”

      “It wouldn’t suit you, would it?” O gazed at me, her expression thoughtful. “If you ask me, you need a man in your life just as much as you need a child.”

      I could feel the braided leather of Scotty’s leash digging into my palm through my glove. My right hand strayed toward Justin’s monument again, seeking solace, but there was none to be found in the unyielding gloss of polished marble.

      “Don’t look so tragic, darling.” Odelia’s smile was warm. “It’s far too soon to make a choice. All you have to do is wait till that choice becomes obvious.”

      It was time to change the subject before Odelia mentioned Fortier. “And what about you?” I asked. “Since you take such an extraordinary interest in my marital prospects, you could at least hint at yours.” And put Julia’s mind at rest, perhaps. Supporting three unmarried sisters was an expense Michael could ill afford.

      Odelia chuckled. “I? At thirty-six?”

      “Why not? You’re handsome, intelligent, and an earl’s daughter. Don’t tell me nobody’s interested.” It felt almost pleasant to be the one doing the prying for a change.

      “I do tell you so.” Odelia pursed her lips. “Haven’t I made it clear enough? I have no interest in marrying. And I find the idea of children repellent. Not children as people, you understand—I like them well enough if they’re pretty little things and reasonably well behaved—but the notion of bearing my own, of being tied to them, revolts me. I am wedded to my art and wish for nothing more than absolute freedom to practice it.” She looked around. “Where’s that dog of yours?”

      I narrowed my eyes. It was typical of Odelia to poke her nose into my private life and then deflect any inquiry into her own. But her answer had been quite definite. Julia would have to hope one or both of the twins might marry, as unlikely as that seemed, given their attachment to each other.

      Odelia was already calling for Scotty. To my surprise, he appeared, panting loudly and with very dirty paws.

      “Oh dear.” I clipped the leash to Scotty’s collar, ignoring his growl of protest. “He’s been digging again. Scotty, you know the sexton will flick you with his whip if he catches you. Come along, you naughty dog.” I turned up the hill toward the road with O following, but she put a hand on my arm so I had to stop.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” she said. “It’s a perfect torment, always being asked when one might marry. I’ve had to put up with it for years. It’s just that—well, behind your back, your marriage seems to be Blanche’s and Gerry’s chief preoccupation. They’re both quite worked up about your Frenchman.”

      “He’s not mine, and he’s gone to France, and—oh, Scotty, do behave.” I tugged on my dog’s leash, wishing I could curb my family as easily as I curbed him. “Honestly, anyone would think I was carrying on with a groom rather than forming a harmless friendship with an educated, well-bred physician.”

      “It’s not the educated and well-bred part that worries them. It’s not even the fact that he has a profession. After all, with the way landowners’ incomes have dropped in the last few years, more than one landed gentleman has had to find a way to make a living. It’s the fact that he’s a physician. Doctors are simply beyond the pale. I don’t know why they should be so very different from, say, a lawyer, but you know very well they are. Something to do with the original surgeons having been butchers, I think. And his sister married to a merchant too. People one does not invite to dine.”

      “No? I thought Scott-De Quincys did what they pleased?” My cheeks were hot. “Gerry’s husband is a merchant.”

      “Of impeccable lineage and considerable wealth, and a Sussex man to boot. There was still an enormous scandal, I’ve heard. A Scott-De Quincy marrying into trade.” Odelia frowned. “I’ve always wondered why Mama and Papa allowed it to happen, you know. I was just a little girl at the time and remember nothing of any trouble. It’s tiresome, all of us being so far apart in age.”

      “There’s no proof at all that Fortier’s lineage isn’t impeccable.” I raised my voice to be heard above Scotty’s barking as a large rook landed near us. “Furthermore, it’s highly impertinent to assume he has no wealth or prospects.”

      “My, how you defend him.” Odelia put a slender arm over my shoulders. “No, don’t shrug me off. You know I’m only teasing. I just want to see you happy, darling girl. Gerry no doubt feels that as the eldest daughter she must stand in for Mama and protect the family name, and Blanche—well, Blanche is Blanche. A roaring snob from the day she was born.”

      “It’s all so ridiculous. They’d be happy if I married a nobleman, even if he was decrepit and had a string of mistresses. Because a nobleman is the highest prize in the marriage stakes.”

      “As long as he isn’t a physician.” Odelia laughed. “We’ve all heard the story of the cook who went to work for a baronet but gave notice when she discovered he was a medical man. Of course, servants are always more snobbish than we are.”

      “That idea that aristocrats shouldn’t work for a living has ruined many a family,” I said. “Bored men gamble and live too high, and if you’re not working for your money, you can easily lose sight of the gap between your income and expenditure. Justin said he’d learned that lesson before he reached the age of wisdom and settled down in the country. The blessed sheep kept him too busy to gamble and drink.”

      “Being a gentleman farmer is an eminently acceptable occupation, especially if he is as successful at it as Justin was.” Odelia grinned. “You could marry a poet, of course—or a painter or a writer, as long as he’s enough of a gentleman to be free of any taint of money-grubbing. A talented man always has the chance of being knighted.”

      “And look at all those Americans marrying their daughters into the aristocracy,” I interrupted, warming to my subject. “None of us despise money from trade if it’s enough to rescue an estate from bankruptcy.”

      “You could even get away with a nice dull clergyman or scholar, as long as he’s one of us.” Odelia was laughing again. “The funny thing is, it’s much easier for a man to get away with marrying someone who’s beneath him socially. All you have to do is send the girl away for a year or two to learn to speak properly and use the right fork.”

      I kicked at the gravel of the path with the toe of my boot. “Really, O, you sound just like Mama.”

      “I can’t help it.” Odelia shrugged. “I learned my lessons at her knee, as you did ten years later. Aren’t we all afraid, somewhere deep down, that we’ll make the dreaded unsuitable marriage and be forced to go live on the Continent because nobody in our own country will receive us in their houses?”

      “You’re quite ridiculous.” I picked Scotty up, heedless of the marks his paws made on my black dress.

      “Perhaps. And maybe I should just leave you alone to decide your future for yourself.”

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      “Would you take one piece of sisterly advice, though? Not about matters of the heart. There’s something I’ve been trying to discuss with you for days, only we’ve all been so busy with Julius’s christening and Blanche insisting we visit every bore in the county. I hope you won’t be cross. I like the little changes you’ve made around your house, but don’t you think it looks a little shabby overall?”

      “Shabby?” In my surprise, I put Scotty down again and straightened up. “Some of our things are a bit old, but Justin always said a gentleman’s home should be comfortable.” I frowned. “Since he died, I’ve bought one or two little pieces.”

      “Little pieces, that’s the point. That beautiful house is yours now. You can do what you want with it. And, even if I do sound like Blanche, you have plenty of money. I imagine a year without a single house party has filled the coffers to overflowing. Why not spend some of it?”

      “On what?” I was perplexed.

      “On bringing back some of Whitcombe’s glory. It must have been a simply marvelous house a hundred years ago, but it’s showing its age. Oh, the bedrooms are comfortable enough; some of them are really quite nice. But the reception rooms—how can I put it? They’re faded. I think that became truly apparent when you put together your pretty workroom, which somehow unbalances the entire house. Why not make something of the rest of the downstairs before you have some man in your life telling you how he wants everything to look?”

      I thought about that. “I suppose you have a point,” I conceded at length. “But where would I start?”

      “I know exactly where.” There was a look of almost febrile enthusiasm on Odelia’s face. “And I know exactly the right people to help you. Regardless of whether you marry again, Helena darling, I’d like to see you be the young woman you are. You should do something adventurous. Won’t you let me give you some advice? I know something about decoration. I’ve never been able to do much at Scott House because my allowance won’t stretch to it and Michael can’t afford any more than he already pays for its upkeep, but I’ve helped a few friends improve their homes. Do you remember the Hayter-Savidges? We visited them the last time you were in London. You admired their house tremendously.”

      “Oh yes.” A memory stirred. “They praised you to the skies for your help. All right, O, I’m willing to listen.”

      “Good.” Odelia smiled brilliantly. “You won’t regret it.”

      “But you’ll let me say no if I want to, won’t you?” I lifted my chin. “Just as in the matter of marriage, I would like to make the decisions about my house by myself. I’ve let this family steer my life for long enough.”
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      By the time we returned to Whitcombe House, we had worked up a good appetite for tea and I had listened to some of Odelia’s ideas concerning decoration in general. Odelia, Blanche, and I gathered in the main drawing room, joined by our nephew Thomas.

      Thomas had done us the great favor of keeping Blanche amused once she had finished her post-prandial nap. It was like him to do so. Kind and good-natured, he had become a great favorite with everyone since coming to live at Whitcombe. My servants, all of whom adored him, affectionately called him Mr. Thomas rather than Mr. Freestone. To me, he was almost like a brother, a less difficult version of Michael. Now he sat quietly, consuming a prodigious amount of sandwiches and cake, listening to Odelia as she repeated some of the notions she had introduced that afternoon. Scotty snoozed beside her, occasionally letting out a whimper as he dreamed of rabbits.

      “I must say, Odelia, I think you have a point.” Blanche was clearly in an exceptionally mellow mood after her nap since she almost never agreed with Odelia on principle. “After all, this house will be Helena’s for life, won’t it? Under the new law, it won’t become the property of her next husband. And one day she’ll want to entertain on a large scale again.” A pleased look stole into her calculating eyes. She had many friends in Broadmere and took pleasure in inviting them to my house whenever she could. “This season of retirement from the world would be an ideal time to prepare for that happy day.”

      Thomas took a large gulp of tea, no doubt to wash down all the food. “I rather like Wh-Whitcombe the w-way it is.”

      “Yes, dear, but you’re a man.” Blanche’s smile was condescending. “Men always love dust and shabbiness. It is the role of the gentler sex to create beauty wherever we can. In the end, the men are always happy with the result.”

      “If you s-say so, Auntie Blanche.” Thomas looked around the room. “Now you point it out, I c-can see this room needs repainting, at the very least.” With his good arm, he indicated one corner of the room near the great row of windows that looked out toward the sea. “There’s still a w-water stain where you had to have that corner repaired during the b-bad weather, Auntie Helena.”

      “I fully intend to have the room repainted.” I lifted my chin. “But your ideas go beyond redecorating, don’t they, O? You keep talking about doing far more with this room, but I wish you’d explain exactly what you mean.”

      “Very well.” Odelia rose to her feet, surveying her audience with the air of an actor about to embark on a grand Shakespearean prologue. “I think we can all agree this room has perfect proportions, and the view out to the sea is remarkable.”

      She gestured to where the ocean showed as a dark blue line on the horizon. The land beyond the house sloped to such a degree that the view was entirely unimpeded. We were some two and a half miles from the coast, and the valley that separated us from the English Channel was bounded by Littleberry on our left, a jumble of red bricks and tiled roofs surmounted by the distinctive silhouette of St. Michael’s church, and Broadmere to our right, its church and houses almost hidden behind tall trees. Justin’s father had insisted there be no doors to interrupt the long sweep of windows, in front of which there was an inviting low seat that gave family and guests a chance to face into the room or sit dreamily looking outward, according to one’s mood.

      “We agree that the room is a little faded,” Odelia continued. “But the real problems are those dreary paintings of undistinguished landscapes and religious themes. They’re trite—uninteresting. This room compares badly with the green drawing room, where the paintings are quite remarkable.”

      I nodded. “I can agree with that—but you’re not proposing we move the portraits from the green drawing room in here, are you? They’re perfect where they are.” The green drawing room on the north side of the house was vibrant with color from the life-sized portraits of Justin’s ancestors. I had given that drawing room to Thomas for his own use, it being too long and narrow for a large party of guests.

      “Th-those portraits were m-made for the room, weren’t they?” Thomas asked. “It’s like stepping back into the last century to s-see them there. Sometimes I feel th-they could almost step out of their frames and talk to me.”

      Odelia nodded, a half smile on her lips, as if Thomas had said something clever. “You’re right, they were painted for the room. That’s why the green drawing room makes people gasp and smile when they enter it for the first time. It has a scheme and thus produces an effect. That’s what this room, which is supposed to be the public heart of your house, is lacking.”

      “I could concede that point,” I said.

      “Very good.” O smiled at me. “I propose the remedy of a suite of paintings that reflect the beauty of the sea and the loveliness of the countryside on a summer’s day—I admit it can look lovely when the sun is shining—and yet provide life and color on those tedious days, by which I mean at least half of the year, when the sky is gray or all you can see is rain. The rest is decoration. Silk brocade on the upper part of the walls and that splendid ceiling freshly gilded and made more colorful. Fresh paint and re-gilding on the paneling and gilt-work below the paintings, and everything else made new. Keep this lovely old furniture but re-cover it, I think. Although I would defer to the artist’s opinion on that.”

      “Which artist?” I asked. “You haven’t mentioned a name. I was starting to think you were proposing to do it yourself.”

      Blanche’s plump lips stretched into an unusually wide smile. “But you’re not, are you?” she said to Odelia, sounding as if she’d just seen the answer to a riddle. “You’re trying to get a commission for one of your impoverished artist friends.”

      Odelia folded her arms and regarded our sister coldly. “It may interest you to know, Blanche, that many of my friends are established artists who are not in the least impoverished. Quite the contrary. I am trying, if you would allow me, to introduce the idea that one of them—a painter of great repute—has a project in mind that needs a suitable room. I have persuaded him to consider this one, if Helena is willing. I thought of her as soon as he mentioned it because it’s based on a story she loved as a child. One I used to read to you, Helena. The Nightingale.”

      Sudden enlightenment spread over Blanche’s face, and she sat up a little straighter. “A fairy tale—do you mean that Dorrian-Knowles man? The one who painted the picture with the little children, all ice and snow—what was it called?”

      “In the Halls of the Snow Queen.” Odelia looked, and sounded, startled. “Great heavens, Blanche, I never knew you could describe a painting.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I know who Dorrian-Knowles is.” Blanche looked truly interested. “Francis and I saw the Halls of the Snow Queen picture when we were visiting the Stranges at their London house years ago. They took us to a private showing—very advanced. All the talk was about the fairy-tale picture, that’s why I remember it. People think he’s a rather wonderful painter, don’t they?”

      “Even in the d-depths of the Sussex c-c-countryside, we have heard of the painting of Kai and Gerda in the Halls of the Snow Queen.” Thomas smiled. “I even have an engraving of it somewhere. It reminds me s-strongly of a picture in a book of Hans Christian Andersen tales we used to read as children. I liked that b-b-book, b-but it disappeared years ago. M-M-Mama was annoyed because it was one you’d all read as children too, and she was fond of it.”

      “In the Halls of the Snow Queen was the first of the great Andersen cycle. It was the painting that made Sir Geraint Dorrian-Knowles’s name.” Standing before us, Odelia could have been a teacher lecturing a group of students.

      “Sir Geraint, of course. I’d forgotten he’d been knighted.” Blanche’s expression was avid. “Is he a baronet or an ordinary knight?”

      “A baronet,” Odelia said shortly. “I wish you’d all stop interrupting. Sir Geraint wants to crown his career with a grand series of paintings on The Nightingale. But he needs the right setting, and I think this room is just perfect.”

      “Do you know him well?” Blanche asked.

      “Well enough.” O waved a dismissive hand. “A few of us were at his studio—I’m an admirer of his work, as so many are—and when he spoke of wanting to put the sea into two of the paintings to symbolize eternal truth, it came to me all at once that there could be no better setting. It would be magnificent—it would restore this lovely house to its proper place in the world. It would both celebrate the splendid legacy that Justin has left to Helena and give her a public space she could truly claim as her own, don’t you see?” She turned toward me. “If you’re serious about making Whitcombe your lifelong home no matter what, shouldn’t you start right now to put your own stamp on it? I think that’s what you’ve been trying to do, in a small way.”

      “It would be dreadfully expensive.” Blanche’s face bore an inward look, as if she were calculating the advantages and disadvantages—to herself—of a restored and splendid Whitcombe.

      “I won’t pretend it wouldn’t cost a great deal.” Odelia sat down, looking at me intently. “It would also take a long time—two to three years, perhaps more. So the cost would be spread over that time, and would include the hiring of the right artisans and decorators to ensure the setting was correctly executed. The entire room would be a work of art. Can you see that? Sir Geraint would supervise everything, so in some ways you’d get a better bargain than if you hired your own people. Your man of business would have to advise you and draw up a proper agreement setting out all the terms of the work. It’s not something to be undertaken lightly on either side, but it’s a venture that will have lasting value. You will see all kinds of sketches and so forth before you sign anything. Sir Geraint is absolutely thorough in his preparation.”

      I stared out at the distant sea for a few moments before I spoke, an odd feeling of excitement in the pit of my stomach. “I’d have to give the idea a great deal of thought,” I said finally.

      “You’d need to understand every detail.” O nodded her head vigorously. “There must be no doubt in your mind. Why don’t you come up to London next month once your first year of mourning is over? You could meet Sir Geraint and get a better idea of his work. I’ll arrange it all. You won’t have to decide a thing straightaway.”
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      The next day, Odelia announced her imminent departure. Blanche, ever eager to criticize and especially so where O was concerned, favored me with her opinion that Odelia had stayed so long precisely so she could introduce the idea of a commission.

      “But it’s not such an outlandish notion as all that, Helena,” she said once Odelia had returned to London. “There’s no reason you shouldn’t live with a certain style, even as a widow. It would be far less eccentric to be a patron of the arts than to mess around with herbs the way Mama did.”

      “I enjoy messing around with herbs,” I replied.

      “But it’s surely not your—what’s the word? Vocation, that’s it. I mean, you’re not going to fret and fuss if you can’t run around the countryside healing farmers and workhouse inmates all day, are you? Particularly if you remarry. Papa used to get quite cross when Mama wanted to dash away to some cottage instead of entertaining his guests as a countess should. And then she’d shout at him over healing being her purpose in life; so unpleasant. Usefulness to the people below her enhances a lady’s reputation, but she must strike a balance with her social obligations, don’t you see? Those obligations are the true vocation of women like us, Helena. Mama just made herself miserable. You were perfectly happy, weren’t you, when your life revolved around Justin? You looked after him so well. Your dinners and house parties were the best in the county, not a detail missed. Did you need anything else in your life then?”

      “I suppose not,” I conceded.

      “Well, then.” Blanche looked pleased. “By all means, follow in Mama’s footsteps with a few simple remedies here and there—some of your little concoctions are really quite pleasant—but don’t get obsessed about them like Mama did. That’s my advice. I believe Odelia’s scheme might really do something for you socially. Sir Geraint Dorrian-Knowles is a member of the Royal Academy, so it’s not as if she’s foisting one of her dreadful bohemians on you, is it? Perhaps this is your opportunity to meet some more suitable people.”

      More suitable than Fortier, she meant. I could tell that by the way she was looking at me.

      “I’ve promised O I’ll go to London next month to meet Sir Geraint,” I informed Blanche. “In fact, I’m hoping to persuade Michael to stay at Scott House instead of at his club when he’s up for the parliamentary session, so I’m going up early to get the house ready. There are a few improvements that could be made.”

      If I hadn’t known it was Blanche, I could almost have said she beamed. “Now that’s much more suitable than making potions, isn’t it? My goodness, if you could make dear old Scott House habitable, I might even risk a visit to London myself. I have so many dear friends I haven’t seen for years . . . Yes, a trip to Town is a very sensible idea, Helena. A fresh start. A return to your real life. No more gallivanting about poking your nose into death and illegitimate babies and goodness knows what. Perhaps you can keep yourself busy with improving Whitcombe, and the first year of your widowhood will begin to seem like some kind of extraordinary fantasy, an escape from the real world. You’ll see.”
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      Blanche set off to her home in Tunbridge Wells on the fourteenth of September, so I had the pleasing prospect of an entire month at Whitcombe with just Thomas, Mama, and the servants for company. Of course, I was busy making arrangements to ensure Michael’s comfort at Scott House, and I toured Whitcombe with my housekeeper, Mrs. Eason, to make a list of areas that needed improvement. It was an alarmingly long list. I was seeing the house with unaccustomed eyes now that it was entirely mine. I became increasingly convinced that Odelia had a point.

      Searching through Whitcombe’s libraries for a copy of Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tales, I eventually found one in the small library. It was not the pretty illustrated copy I remembered from my childhood, but it refreshed my memory of the story. I soon found myself relating it to Guttridge.

      My lady’s maid, who seemed to thoroughly enjoy her other role as my workroom assistant, had suggested an early morning expedition. Accompanied by an under-gardener and Scotty, we had set off to collect marshmallow plants near Scott’s Folly, the local name for the gaunt Jacobean ruin that had once been the home of the Scott-De Quincys.

      A mile’s walk in a bracing damp wind over land formed by centuries of storms at sea was excellent exercise. By the time Guttridge and I returned to our workroom, the plants had been well washed and kept in the cool stillroom so that their downy leaves were unwilted and their crooked white roots fresh, plump, and promising. We set to work with a will, and I entertained us with the story of The Nightingale.

      “I never did hold with fairy tales.” Guttridge, whose long, strong fingers were making short work of peeling the roots, sniffed as I began with the Chinese emperor whose palace built of porcelain was the most splendid in the world. “Horrible, most of them. I wouldn’t let Auntie read me any because they gave me the shivers.”

      “This one’s not like that,” I assured her. “I always loved the idea of the emperor’s garden stretching down to the sea, containing a nightingale so famous for its song that men wrote books about it. The garden was so vast that the emperor never heard of the nightingale until he read those books, and then, of course, he wanted to summon it to sing for him. But the only person who knew the whereabouts of the bird was a little kitchen maid.”

      “Well, I can believe that. The gentry don’t know half of what the servants know.” Guttridge watched as I chopped the peeled marshmallow root into small pieces suitable for drying. “You could be a kitchen maid yourself, my lady, doing work like that. Why don’t you let me do it all? You’ll ruin your hands.”

      “My mother always dug the plants herself—she wouldn’t have taken a gardener with her—and prepared them too, from beginning to end,” I said. “She didn’t care about her hands.” I gathered the chopped root in my fingers and dropped it into a bowl, then reached for another root. “Anyway, in the story the courtiers offered the kitchen maid many privileges to tell them where the nightingale was. Eventually, they persuaded the bird to sing for the emperor. The kitchen maid was allowed to listen behind the door because she had been promoted. The nightingale sang so sweetly the emperor cried, and they made the bird live at the palace.”

      “Put it in a cage, you mean.”

      “More or less.” I watched Guttridge cut another root from its stem. “We’ll hang the leaves to dry to make tea, won’t we?”

      “We’ll put aside a few leaves to use for poultices—they told me at breakfast that the country people swear by them for bruises and rashes.” The fine strips of peel fell onto the table’s marble top, and Guttridge handed the peeled root to me. “Was the bird happy in the palace?”

      “I imagine not. The Emperor of Japan sent the Emperor of China an artificial bird, all covered with jewels, and while everyone was admiring it, the real bird flew back to the green woods near the shore. So everyone decided the artificial bird was better.”

      “There’s gratitude for you.”

      “Indeed. Well, of course, one day the artificial bird’s clockwork broke. They repaired it, but it could only be wound once a year, which was sad enough—and then, five years later, the emperor fell ill to the point of death. He lay in bed with the cold moonlight shining on him and the useless bird. When he felt he couldn’t breathe, he opened his eyes to find Death sitting on his chest, wearing the emperor’s golden crown and carrying his sword and scepter.”

      “You said it wasn’t gruesome.” Guttridge put down her knife. “They’re not going to make a painting of Death to hang in your lovely drawing room, are they?”

      “I wouldn’t agree to it.” I chopped carefully and steadily, shaping the rest of the story in my mind. “The emperor’s good and bad deeds came and whispered to him, and he pleaded with the toy bird to sing so he couldn’t hear what they were saying. But it remained silent because there was nobody there to wind it up.”

      “Didn’t he have anybody to watch over him as he lay dying?” Guttridge tutted as she began making bundles of the marshmallow leaves, tying them with coarse string. “They should be ashamed of themselves. Funny people, the Chinese.”

      “I don’t suppose Andersen ever went to China, so it’s all made up. Everything was still and silent, save for the terrible whispering in the emperor’s ears, but suddenly the song of the real nightingale arose from outside the emperor’s window. The bird had come to save him. As it sang, the ghosts disappeared, and the emperor grew stronger.”

      “And it got rid of Death too, I’ll be bound.” Guttridge was clearly interested now.

      “Of course. It sang so sweetly that Death handed over the crown, sword, and scepter just to hear more of its song. Then the bird sang of Death’s peaceful garden until Death floated away, like a mist, back to his home.”

      “All right, I suppose that’s nice enough. Is that the end of it?”

      “Only that the nightingale agreed to come and sing for the emperor as long as it remained free to come and go as it pleased. And the servants came in the morning to look at their dead emperor, and lo, there he stood, wearing his crown and holding his sword and scepter, and he said: ‘Good morning!’ I always liked that part best.”

      “I like the kitchen maid.” Guttridge grinned. “Will she be in the painting?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It’d look funny in a drawing room, a kitchen maid in a painting.”

      “But it’s a fairy tale. I suppose you can have anything in a fairy tale—dragons, toys that talk, magicians, enchantments. It’s pure imagination. Like Lady Odelia’s medieval pictures but with even more license for the artist to do as he pleases.”

      “I like a painting with real people and a nice moral, never mind imagination.” Guttridge finished tying the last bunch of mallow stems. She would leave the cleaning up to Tilda, the workroom maid.

      “But you approve on principle of making the drawing room look more—well, more splendid?” I asked her. “I should have thought of it when Sir Justin was alive. What would he say to such an extravagance, I wonder?”

      “I’m sure he’d have paid for anything you wanted, my lady.” Guttridge’s voice was unusually soft. “He doted on you. But you never asked for much.”

      “Younger daughters learn not to ask.” I ran a hand over the soft leaves of the plants, smiling as Scotty yipped softly in his sleep. “Well, we’ve got plenty of leaves for drying and a nice lot of roots. We’ll dry some of those root pieces for later and use the rest for fresh extracts and syrups. Excellent for coughs and stomach upsets.”

      “And they make a nice confection, my lady. I saved some roots for Mrs. Foster, so there’ll be marshmallow sweets with your coffee after dinner.”

      I was thoughtful as we carried plants and chopped roots into the stillroom that adjoined my workroom. “You know, Guttridge, occasionally I feel it’s impossible to live in the real world when one has ‘Lady’ in front of one’s name. Lady Hastings said something about my real world not being my herbs, but my role as a hostess, wife, and, if I were fortunate enough, mother. Yet sometimes, when I’ve been outdoors or in the town or even in this workroom and I go into the rooms where I live, I feel as if I’ve walked out of the real world into a fairy tale. Does it ever strike you that way?”

      “Oh, servants are forever moving between one world and another, especially the upper servants who spend time with the gentry.” Guttridge’s voice was brisk and cheerful. “We get used to seeing both sides of the picture. A place in a large house with the nobility might fill some with envy and resentment, but if you’re sensible, you just enjoy it. I take pleasure in seeing your pretty dresses and your silver and fresh flowers and all, and then I can go back to my room and put my feet up comfortable. That’s what I always wanted, and it’s why I stayed in service even when my friends called me a slavey. I’d much rather be a lady’s maid than marry and live in a poky cottage where I have to cook my own food and scrub my own floors.”

      “I’m glad you’re happy,” I murmured.

      “You don’t mind me being frank, do you, my lady?” Guttridge, who had been hanging up the bunches of plants, turned to look at me. “It’s a pleasure serving a lady I don’t have to be mealymouthed with, although I hope you’ll tell me if I ever forget my place.”

      “I rather like your frankness.” I smiled as I spread the pieces of root on a rack taken from the drying cupboard. “Anyway, I asked you for your opinion. Now, what do you think of inviting Mrs. Dermody to luncheon? I’ve been wanting to do so for some time. Lady Hastings would have had conniptions if I’d told her, so I didn’t. Lady Geraldine will also disapprove, no doubt, but she married a merchant, so I don’t believe she has a leg to stand on, as the vulgar phrase goes. I don’t see why my social circle should be entirely confined to people of my own class, and Mrs. Dermody is perfectly ladylike. Why should I be bound by a rule that says I should never invite people in trade to dine?”

      “Her husband’s a little rough around the edges.” Guttridge, who like most upper servants could weigh the niceties of caste with a grain of sand, screwed up her brow as she thought. “And he’s quite opposed to the nobility, my lady. Always agitating and complaining, wanting to give the poor people feather beds and bathrooms. If you weren’t who you were, I’d say to be very careful in case the company you keep reflects badly on you.”

      “That would be Lady Hastings’s argument. Lady Odelia would say I should keep the company I want to keep.” I shrugged. “And my brother doesn’t care one way or the other.”

      “I don’t see any of the Whitcombe staff giving notice because you invite a merchant’s wife to tea.” Guttridge shook her head slightly. “No, I can’t think of anyone who would. You’re too good an employer.”

      “And that’s just as well because losing good servants is far more of a disaster than being the butt of the gossips of Littleberry.” I was thoroughly enjoying this conversation.

      “Well, if they didn’t leave last year over Susan Hatherall, I doubt they’d leave over Mrs. Dermody. There were one or two people who talked about leaving when Susan died that horrible way, but they know when they’re well off.”

      “I won’t embarrass you by asking who they are,” I said. “Very well, Guttridge, I’ll write a note to Mrs. Dermody asking if next Friday would be convenient. She’s quite the most intelligent and interesting woman I’ve met in Littleberry outside the family, and I’d like to know her better.”

      “Of course, my lady.”
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      The week passed quickly since I was engaged in Littleberry business, and I was happy to indulge in a lazy morning before dressing for my luncheon with Mrs. Dermody. I was no less delighted to see my brother-in-law Sir Edward Freestone in the Great Hall when I was on my way downstairs to take the air while waiting for Mrs. Dermody’s carriage.

      “Ned!” I held out my arms to the mayor of Littleberry, laughing at his enthusiastic, fatherly salute of big kisses on both cheeks. “What brings you here? Would you like to stay for luncheon? I’ve invited Mrs. Dermody.”

      “That fact has already done the rounds of the Littleberry gossips, and I wouldn’t dream of spoiling your tête-à-tête. Thomas has asked for a few more minutes with his tutor, but as soon as he’s free, I want to go out to Holhurst with him and get his thoughts on the mill there. Littleberry needs a better mill, in my opinion. I know a place we can get a bite to eat and it will be good to talk.”

      I smiled. Since Thomas had announced his intention to join the church instead of clerking for his father, Ned had begun treating his crippled son more like an equal and seeking his company more. I suspected he missed Thomas’s presence in his wine business and was eager to cultivate his friendship now he didn’t see my nephew every day. All to the good, of course.

      “So what are the gossips saying?” I slid my hand under Ned’s elbow as, by tacit consent, we turned toward the terrace. Scotty, who had clearly been somewhere on the grounds, appeared to sniff at Ned and then followed us, darting erratically around in search of enticing aromas. Autumn was late in appearing, and Taylor’s bronze dahlias still made splashes of bright color in the flowerbeds, yet the trees in the valley below us were taking on their autumnal tints. The distant sea had the hazy green-gray look to it that usually signaled bad weather.

      “Oh, I think your reputation will survive the experiment.” Ned scratched at his thick beard with his free hand. “Some people are quite pleased. They see it as a rapprochement of town and county that’s long overdue. Not that Gerry hasn’t frequently dispensed tea and cakes to the ladies on her committees—and it’s quite pathetic, really, to see how thrilled they are to come to our house—but a private luncheon invitation is quite another thing. They have, of course, jumped to the conclusion that this is all for the sake of Mrs. Dermody’s brother.”

      I started and felt my cheeks flame. “It’s not that at all,” I said before reflecting that my denial was perhaps a little too vehement. “I took tea with Mrs. Dermody last summer—I was passing, and she invited me in—and found her to be most pleasant company. I don’t have many friends who weren’t more Justin’s friends than mine.”

      “Of course, my dear.” Ned’s arm squeezed mine a little. “Don’t think I have anything against Fortier anyway. A most able fellow. In fact, I’d like to involve him in a little project of mine if only he would settle down in Littleberry and stop disappearing for weeks on end. Well, not a little project; rather a large one, in fact.” He grinned down at me. “I’ll talk to you about it someday.”

      “I don’t see how I could help you with your grand schemes for Littleberry.” I shrugged, watching the rooks swooping and fluttering in the breeze almost at eye level. The land below the terrace swooped down steeply so that birds could often be seen in flight before one’s eyes. The rooks were most entertaining, pausing at moments to glide on the breeze before changing direction with a playful squawk. I kept a firm hand on Scotty’s collar, although in his four years my dog had not yet jumped off the terrace.

      “You underestimate yourself, my dear.” Ned’s tone was light, but there was an underlying seriousness in his voice. “You have more potential for good than you realize. You’d make a fine mayor’s wife. Like your sister, who, God bless her, has been my light and strength since I first laid eyes on her all those years ago.”

      “I could never match Gerry.”

      “You think not?” Ned’s expression was serious again. “In some ways—and I hope you’ll forgive me for saying so—you were wasted as Justin’s wife, as a mere companion and ornament. You have a deep and sincere wish to do good, and you have considerable reserves of strength and nerve. If you must marry again, make sure it’s to a man who brings out the best in you.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing. We stood in companionable silence, watching the life of the valley spread out before us, until Ned started and pulled his watch out of his pocket with a murmured oath.

      “Two minutes to twelve,” he announced. “I hope Mrs. Dermody isn’t one of those ladies who arrives early. Come on!” And grasping my hand in his large calloused fingers, he towed me toward the house, both of us laughing and followed by a madly barking dog.
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      “I too must go to London in about a month’s time,” said Gabrielle Dermody as we passed through the glazed outer doors into the Great Hall. We had eaten a good luncheon of brill and shrimp sauce, roast hare, and lemon pudding and then refreshed ourselves with a walk around Whitcombe’s gardens, laughing at Scotty’s antics.

      “Really?” I had been telling Gabrielle—we had decided to call each other by our first names—about my forthcoming trip to London and explained a little about the commission into which Odelia wanted me to enter. “To visit friends? Or to see your dressmaker?” I was sure my new friend had her clothes made in London since they were more fashionable than one usually saw in Littleberry.

      Gabrielle’s smile was sad. “To spend time with my father,” she said. “He is very ill. Armand doesn’t think he has many months left. It’s very hard on my brother to be absent from England at this time.”

      “I didn’t know.” I was instantly mortified. “How unfeeling I must have sounded. Your brother didn’t say anything to me.”

      Gabrielle was silent for a moment. “I wondered if he had,” she said eventually. “Armand can be extremely reserved at times. Then he will suddenly take you into his confidence . . .” She paused again. “He told me he’s in love with you.”

      The heat rose to my face. “Ah,” was all I could think of saying.

      “And that he told you as much, quite recently. I must admit, I wasn’t all that surprised. There was something about the way he behaved that day in my garden . . . I could sense something, a connection perhaps. Or a longing in him. He has a romantic soul, just like our father.” She hesitated. “Do you mind?”

      I, too, waited for a few moments before replying. “I can’t deny I feel an attraction between us. But it’s far too soon for me. I have lost two loves, and
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